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Abstract 
In an effort to better understand the horrific events of the Jonestown mass suicide of 1978, 
we have examined the People Temple and its leader Jim Jones, as well as cults and their 
leadership in general. Utilizing both a historical overview as well as psychological and 
cultural theories, we have concluded that nearly anyone can be susceptible to the allure of a 
cult or new religious movement that promises a better life, but the combination of a 
charismatic leader with a cult such as the Peoples Temple almost invariably will result in a 
violent and tragic end.    
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 1.0 Introduction  
 
1.1 Problem Definition   
 The names Jonestown, Jim Jones, and the Peoples Temple will likely remain clouded 
by infamy for years to come. The site of a mass-suicide, the messianic leader, and the 
devoted cult followers all have been spotlighted by both historians and main-stream society 
alike, but many, including ourselves, remained unaware of the full events preceding, during, 
and after the 18th of November, 1978. This project will attempt to reveal a bit more insight 
into the charisma of Jim Jones, the lives of his followers, and the rationale behind their final, 
fateful decision. Our desire to further explore these people and events led us the following 
problem definition: 
 
How did The Peoples Temple come into existence, what attracted its followers to the 
movement, and why did over 900 of its members ultimately end up committing suicide?  
 
1.2 Definition of a Cult  
 Working with the concept of cults as thoroughly as we do, we thought it prudent to 
first offer a proper definition of what constitutes a cult. This is, however, easier said than 
done. Cults are a somewhat difficult concept to grasp. The Oxford Dictionary offers three 
definitions of what constitutes a cult: A system of religious veneration directed towards a 
particular figure or object; a relatively small group of people having religious beliefs or 
practices regarded by others as strange or as imposing excessive control over members; or a 
misplaced or excessive admiration for a particular thing. 
 These definitions are somewhat vague, however, and do not offer a concrete answer 
to what a cult really is. There is, in fact, no single, clear definition of what constitutes a cult. 
Because of the sheer diversity of cults, they are inherently difficult to define from a 
positivistic position as having one distinct meaning. As for the Peoples Temple, it can be 
argued that the second definition applies better early in the history of the Peoples Temple, 
as the movement was dedicated to a branch of the Christian faith when it first began, as 
shall be explained later. Further on, the focus of the movement shifts from the religious 
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doctrine to reverence towards Jim Jones as a figure. As such, even within a single cult, the 
definition of what a cult is might vary, if the practices of said cult gravitate.  
 Additionally, even the word cult is often perceived as pejorative, as it carries 
negative connotations. Beginning with the Christian Counter-cult Movement that arose to 
combat the splintering of Christianity in the early 20th century, the term ‘cult’ was used 
derogatorily by Christian counter-cultists to discredit religious practices with which they 
disagreed. (Cowan 1-3). With examples of cults turning violent, such as the Branch Davidians 
and the Peoples Temple, the term cult came to carry a host of negative connotations. 
Consequently, academics have since taken to using the term New Religious Movement as an 
alternative to ‘cult,’ as it is a less negatively loaded, more neutral synonym. (Moore 5) 
Throughout this paper however, we will use both, as well as the abbreviation NRM, for the 
sake of variation. 
 
1.3 Motivation 
 As far as the motivation for why we decided to do this project, we thought it prudent 
to explain our objective and subjective motivation separately, seeing as how the two differ 
intrinsically from one another.  
 Our subjective interest in the topic was originally piqued due, in part, to a spirited 
presentation by our RUC housemate conceived of the project and proposed it to us. The 
presenter ultimately decided to do a separate project, but we stuck with the topic. We were 
initially interested in the topic because we had all heard of the Jonestown tragedy, but had 
little in the way of a deeper understanding of how or why such a thing could happen, 
especially in such relatively recent times. As such, we wished to examine the events of 
Jonestown and apply the relevant psychological theories to our findings, in order to gain an 
understanding of what could affect people to the point where they would lay down their 
lives, sometimes even the lives of their loved ones, on the word of a single man. The idea 
that people could be driven to such extremes, or influenced to do things that we could 
hardly imagine, was supremely interesting to us, if simultaneously unsettling. We were 
interested in the human angle as well, seeing as the mind of a cult-follower seemed so alien 
to us, that one might allow such extreme influence to take hold, but all the while, the need 
for belonging, for community, was something to which we could all relate.  
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 In terms of our objective motivation, we wanted to understand how something like 
this could happen, and whether or not it could happen again today. We wanted to 
understand the way someone could manipulate an individual, and be aware of the signs and 
dangers of such influence. We sought to accomplish this, in part, so that whoever reads our 
project might similarly understand the dangers of how social and emotional needs might be 
manipulated in such a way, and to see the signs of said manipulation. We also wanted to 
examine whether there is a select few who might be predisposed to the type of influence 
usually found in ultimately destructive cults, such as the Peoples Temple, or whether, given 
a certain turn of events, anyone might become prone to such influence.  
 We have no illusions as to the amount of people who will ultimately read our 
project, and so do not expect that the information disclosed within becomes widely 
available to the public that we might warn the world of the potential dangers of cults. What 
we wish for is the knowledge that we have accumulated to become available in a concise 
and coherent fashion, in order for whomsoever does read our project to gain a deeper 
understanding of just exactly how they might encounter cults and the associated 
manipulation, and how it takes its roots.   
 
1.4 Dimensions 
 We have decided to use two dimensions for our project this semester: Subjectivity 
and Learning and History and Culture. Below, we will provide justification for why we 
believe that these two dimensions fit our study of choice, and how we wish to apply them.  
 Subjectivity and Learning is an obvious choice, as we are dealing with subjects such 
as charismatic leadership, indoctrination, social interaction, and the ways in which such can 
be manipulated. We are investigating the way that a large group of people were influenced 
to extremes; as such, our study will rely heavily on contemporary sociological and 
psychological theories concerning cult leaders, followers, ‘brainwashing,’ and social 
interaction to try and explain the behavior of the members of the Peoples Temple and Jim 
Jones himself.  
 Additionally, we will incorporate the dimension of History and Culture. Our reason 
for this is that we wish to examine the events of Jonestown and the Peoples Temple not 
only from a psychologically theoretical standpoint, but also as a historical occurrence. We 
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want to understand the events in the historical context in which they transpired, as well as 
understand the impact of the events, both immediately and in the years that followed.  
 
1.5 Method  
 As far as method for the Subjectivity and Learning aspect is concerned, we will focus 
on the appropriate scholarly theories regarding the psychological and sociological aspects of 
cult membership and mentality. To explain these theories in practice, we will apply them to 
the incident regarding Jim Jones and the Peoples Temple, so that we might present the 
theories exemplarily. The model of using an event as an example to show theory in practice 
is one that is widely used at Roskilde University, and was one that appealed to us as the 
most applicable to this study. Not only have we had a fair amount of practice with this 
method, but it also provides a definitive example of theory applied to the physical world. 
One of the main reasons for our doing this particular study is that a lot of first-hand material 
is available concerning it. What we wish to accomplish is to use these personal accounts 
from inside the cult to gain insight into the motivations and actions of its members. There is 
substantial writing in the form of journals and letters, as well as several voice recordings 
available. These stretch all the way back from the beginning of the cult to its extreme 
conclusion. We will apply the aforementioned theories to the accounts by the followers of 
Jim Jones. We do this in the hopes that this will serve to illuminate the reasons why these 
people joined the cults in the first place, why they stayed when things began to seemingly 
get out of hand, and why so many ultimately decided to lay down their lives on the word of 
their revered minister. For these reasons, the psychological theory aspect of the project will 
rely heavily on the dimension of Subjectivity and Learning.  
For the historical angle, we are relying on two historical approaches for this report, 
namely the cultural and social. By using the social part, we are investigating social and 
cultural factors of a certain population. By doing so, we are getting an idea of what the 
social structures were like in the time of the Peoples Temple. We are looking at the 
followers of Peoples Temple, and using demographic studies to gather information on how 
different groups of people interacted within the social parameters of their society. When 
doing so, we get an idea of what type of persons joined the Peoples Temple.  
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The cultural method deals with historical events and cultural development of a 
society and the changes said events might have caused. It is the idea that an event or 
specific phenomenon can impact and affect, for instance, social class, nationality, beliefs 
and other cultural factors. Here we can, for example, look for certain events that can clarify 
and answer questions: why so many people joined the Peoples Temple or why they 
committed suicide. And by using this in conjunction with the social aspect, we can get an 
overview of the population, society, and social structures and come up with a conclusion 
based on the information we have gathered through these methods.  
 
1.5.1 Reliability of Sources 
For parts of our project we will be using primary sources, actual personal accounts of 
the people from within the People’s Temple. Our reasons for doing this is that we wish to 
get an inside look at the daily life of a cult follower, not only someone from the outside’s 
interpretation of it. There is an additional incentive for us to use said sources, however. We 
have had access to numerous compilations and interpretations of the events and the 
accounts of the Peoples Temple. These interpretations do carry the sentiment of the original 
author although, as said author likely had a purpose behind their interpretation. As such, 
there is the potential for their bias to influence our analysis when we apply their work. We 
have tried, to the best of our ability, to address second hand literature with the required 
skepticism. In the short span of our project however, it was not possible for us to do a 
complete analysis of all the accounts from former cult members, as there is a vast amount 
to go through and interpret in such a relatively small timeframe. As a result, we have 
worked extensively with sources that have compiled these accounts into general analyses. 
One of the authors upon which we have drawn a great deal is Rebecca Moore. We chose 
Moore specifically because she has devoted decades of work to uncovering the events 
associated with the Peoples Temple, and as such is not only extremely credible, much more 
than ourselves with our limited exploration into the subject, but also an absolute authority 
in the field, seeing as she holds a PhD religious studies. Moore, however, was extremely 
close to the events surrounding the Peoples Temple, as she had family members actively 
engaged in the movement, who did not survive the final, fatal days. Therefore it is safe to 
assume that she has a personal bias in her analysis of the subject matter, and accordingly, 
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we acknowledge that we may be subject to said bias with which she may have penned her 
works, when applying the aforementioned works to our analysis.  
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2.0 Historical Overview 
 
2.1 Biography of Jim Jones  
James Warren "Jim" Jones was born on May 13, 1931, in Crete, Indiana. (“Jim Jones”. 
Bio, web) Throughout his early life, Jim Jones visited numerous different churches in the 
town of Lynn. At ten years of age, he was already developing new ideas regarding his 
religion and had already started preaching these ideas to other children. Most of these 
children were not his friends either, of which he had but a few. He did demonstrate an 
incredible ability, even at such a young age, to articulate his thoughts and captivate an 
audience.  
After the divorce of his parents, he moved to Richmond, a place where he was given 
a chance to start life anew. (Pick-Jones, web) He started working in a hospital where he met 
Marceline Baldwin, a nursing student. In 1948, Jones began studying at Indiana University, 
having graduated High School the previous year. A year later, he married Marceline, with 
whom he had several adopted children. (Jim Jones. Bio, web) 
In 1952, Jones announced that he was entering the ministry. Starting as a student 
pastor at the Somerset Methodist Church, he soon made a name for himself in the 
community as a skilled healer, gaining an evangelical reputation. (Pick-Jones, web) This was 
instrumental for Jones, as it helped him establish a reputation as a reliable leader, 
something he would need to gain the loyalty of his subjects.  
After three years, Jones believed that he was ready to start fresh, and felt that he 
understood the followers of his congregation and their needs – he decided to start a new 
movement, independent from his former church. In parting with his old church, in 1955, he 
formed the Wings of Deliverance, a Christian movement. (“Jim Jones”. Bio, web) It is 
important to note that his initial idea was not in fact the creation of a new temple or 
religious branch, but rather the expansion of Marxist ideas through the creation of a 
community run on said ideals. Jones had been enamored with Marxist ideals and wanted to 
demonstrate them as a viable approach to social life. He decided that the best way was to 
achieve this, was utilizing the community surrounding the Church. Later on Jim Jones had a 
crisis of faith, as he found the existence of suffering irreconcilable with the existence of the 
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omnibenevolent God, and changed the name of his movement to the Peoples Temple, 
personally abandoning the Christian religion altogether. (Pick-Jones, web) The project 
continued and culminated with the building of his first church, placed intentionally in a 
mixed-race neighborhood, to ensure that he would reach people of different ethnicities 
with equal success. The location of his church ensured that his congregation included a vast 
number of African Americans. (Pick-Jones, web) Jones even hired an African American 
preacher, to ensure that the African Americans in his congregation would feel welcomed 
and appreciated, seeing a strong member of the community belonging to their own race. 
(Pick-Jones, web) Additionally Jones made an effort to lessen the gap between the higher 
and lower members of society within his following. For instance, he would ask the wealthier 
in attendance to dress a bit less ostentatiously, so as to not embarrass the lower-standing 
members. The focus on equality across classes, or even attempts at dismantling classes 
altogether, serves to further show how Jim Jones managed to instill Marxist values in his 
followers. For his services to the community around him, Jones was made head of the 
Indianapolis Human Rights Commission. (Pick-Jones, web) This further widened his outreach 
and the reputation of his movement was growing incredibly. Due to his natural ability to 
charm an audience and formulate his ideas, he quickly grew in popularity and through local 
radio he started to air his sermons, expanding his believer base at an even quicker rate. It 
was around this time, in late 1956, that he changed the name of the movement from ‘Wings 
of Deliverance’, to the ‘Peoples Temple’ (Pick-Jones, web) to reflect the shift in his beliefs 
and his dedication to communal values. Furthering this idea, in 1959, Jones began to alter 
his rhetoric. He introduced the concept of ''religious communalism''. The idea that he was 
introducing to people was a mix between Marxist ideals and religious doctrine. In proposing 
this idea to his congregation and seeing their reaction to it, Jim Jones came to understand 
that a substantial portion of his followers preferred this “communal family” of Jones’s 
construction, to their biological families. Jones proposed that the people of his congregation 
give their material goods to the church, who would in turn distribute it equally among the 
subjects, in line with the Marxist ideals upon which the church was founded. (Pick-Jones, 
web) 
In the mid-60s, Jones moved to Northern California, accompanied by the majority of 
his followers. They began their new lives in the towns of Ukiah and Redwood Valley, with 
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Jones’ church opening in San Francisco. (“Jim Jones”. Bio, web) Even more popular, he 
convinced ever increasing numbers of people to follow him, many of whom believed so 
strongly in his gospel that they abandoned their former lives to accompany their new 
pastor. Jones adopted the moniker “Father of All”, so as to solidify his new role to his 
followers. With the growth of the movement, the strain on Jones to keep his followers 
content and close-knit, the demand for him to be composed and in control, increased as 
well.  
The choice of moving away from the middle of the community by choosing an 
isolated location for the formation of the Peoples Temple, was not at all a random choice; 
he did this in order to further isolate his people from the outside, thus strengthening the 
bond between the members, as will be demonstrated in following chapters. People's minds 
could no longer be influenced by what was surrounding them and the only focus was on 
People Temple and Jim Jones as their sole leader and inspiration. 
 
2.2 Rise and Fall of the Peoples Temple 
Out of fear of nuclear holocaust and problems with racial intolerance in Indiana Jim 
Jones and his most devout followers of the Peoples Temple moved to the quiet towns of 
Redwood Valley and Ukiah in northern California. (Hall in Dawson”Cults” 191) Jones chose 
Redwood Valley in California because an article in Esquire magazine had published the nine 
safest places to live in the world in case of nuclear war, which had included northern 
California. (Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple)  At the time of the move in 1965 
the congregation of the Peoples Temple consisted roughly of seventy families, half black and 
half white. (Hall in Dawson”Cults” 191) It took about a year for the Peoples Temple to be 
incorporated as an official church in the state of California, and another two years after that 
to build the official place of worship which would be called Peoples Temple Redwood Valley 
Complex (Woods, Web) and would open its doors in 1969.   
In the early years of the Peoples Temple’s time in California the congregation had 
only been slowly picking up new members, so that by 1968 there were only about 168 adult 
members. The lack of new members was mainly due to Jones not being able to draw in new 
members from the apostolic fundamentalist congregations in the Ukiah area, primarily due 
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to racial prejudices, (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 191) The new members that did join were white 
middle class families and students who were attracted to the communal aspect of the 
Peoples Temple. (Ross, Web) This forced Jones to become more matter of fact in discussing 
secular socialism and also criticizing African American ministers who were still “promoting 
spiritualistic theologies of heavenly compensation for suffering during life,” (Hall in Dawson 
”Cults” 191) which Jones would propose to be replace with a model as the of activist church 
as a social movements.  
With Jones’s new model and preaching style the Peoples Temple steadily gained a 
great number of followers from a wider range of people. Everyone from hippies, the elderly, 
political activists, Christian fundamentalists, lower and middle class African Americans, 
military, and tenant farmers were drawn to Jones’s new messages. (Hall in 
Dawson”Cults”191) Further expansion of the Peoples Temple was ensured when new 
churches were opened in both San Francisco and Los Angeles. Particularly in San Francisco 
there was a larger African American urban population who were more eager to receive 
Jones’s message of racial equality and integration than the rural population of the Ukiah 
region. (Ross, Web) The impact of this move can be seen in the rapid increase of the number 
of members of the Peoples temple, from 300 in 1969 to around 2,200 by 1972. (Ross, Web) 
The Peoples Temple became popular enough that regular bus services was offered from the 
Redwood Valley compound to some of California’s major cities. Redwood Valley would 
remain the main base of operations until about 1976, when it moved to San Francisco. 
(Woods, Web)  
The reason people were attracted to the Peoples Temple was twofold. One was that 
Jones espoused the Pentecostal Christian tradition of social gospel, faith healings and 
charismatic services. (Woods, Web) The faith healings especially was what drew in large 
crowds of people. According to Tim Stoen, the Temples attorney, between 50,000 to a 
100,000 people had attended one of Jones healing sermons. (Ross, Web) While people 
might have been drawn in by the faith healings it was the range of services and activities 
offered to members which really drew in people. In the mid 1970’s the Peoples Temple had 
a strong enough financial platform to offer services like medical care, care homes for the 
elderly, scholarships and housing for university/college students and basic provisions like 
food, clothing and shelter. (Ross, Web) The financial platform of the Peoples Temple came 
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from a combination of different sources; petty church fundraisers, offerings at services, 
radio ministry, care homes, welfare checks, salaries, and real estate donated by members. 
(Hall in Dawson ”Cults”191) 
  By 1975 the Peoples Temple started to become more active in politics around the 
San Francisco area. They would participation in various demonstrations and rallies 
supporting everything from gay rights, peace, racial integration, and economic justice. (Hall 
in Dawson ”Cults” 194) The Peoples Temple’s success at rallies and demonstration came 
from their ability to mobilize a large number of their members to these events. The Peoples 
Temple would go on to play an important role in the 1975 mayoral elections of San 
Francisco, where they gave Democrat George Moscone the decisive edge in the race for the 
office of Mayor. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 194) The Peoples Temple reaped the political 
rewards from helping Moscone as the Temples attorney Tim Stoen was given an elevated 
position in judicial system and Jones himself was appointed to the San Francisco Housing 
Authority Commission. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 194)  
In the beginning of 1972 and 1973, Jones had started to use the defections of 
members and the existential threat of nuclear warfare to warrant the establishment of a 
‘Promised Land,’ or agricultural mission, for the Peoples Temple. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 
196) This new Promised Land would serve as a place for the Peoples Temple to emigrate to, 
away from the threats they supposedly faced. Having previously visited there, Jones decided 
on a remote part of Guyana, a relatively recently established socialist government on the 
Caribbean coast, in northern South America. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults”196) By 1974, a pioneer 
camp had been established which would develop the jungle into a useable place. Jonestown 
would remain a relatively small outpost until the mass emigration of nearly a thousand 
people in 1977. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 196) Unlike the move to California which was 
brought on by racial problems and fear of nuclear war, the move to Guyana unfolded 
primarily due to conflict between the Peoples Temple and the emerging opposition against 
the Temple. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 196)  
While over the years members had left the Peoples Temple, none had actively 
turned on the organization. The first major defection of members from the Peoples temple 
happened in 1973 when eight young students left the Temple. In a letter to Jones the eight 
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students explained why they were leaving, pointing out that white members were 
advancing more quickly than the African American members, showing that the Temples 
actions did not match the message. This group would be known as the Gang of Eight. 
(Moore, The Eight Revolutionaries, Web) While the exodus of the Gang of Eight resulted in 
Jones conceiving of Jonestown, it didn’t result in any opposition against the Temple. That all 
changed when in February 1975 a couple, Deanna and Mert Mertels, two respected 
members of the Peoples Temple, left. In a show of separation from the Temple the Mertels 
changed their names to Al and Jeannie Mills. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 196) The Mills would 
offer help to anyone who wanted to leave the Temple and by autumn of 1976 had formed a 
small opposition of ex members. Once they were out of the Peoples Temple the opposition 
started to perceive the Temple as a cult rather than a Church and wanted to bring the 
Temples actions to the light of day. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 197) 
In 1977, journalists from Rupert Murdoch’s New West magazine wanted to write a 
story on the Peoples Temple in order to unseat a political patron of Jones’ the San Francisco 
Mayor George Moscone. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 197) The reporters were initially unaware 
of the small opposition group that had formed and therefore lacked any credible sources. 
But in a clever ploy they managed to get the San Francisco Chronicle to publish a story of 
how the Peoples Temple was trying to stop them from writing a story in June 1977. (Hall in 
Dawson ”Cults” 197) The ploy worked as unhappy former members came forward and the 
reporters got in contact with the ex-members. In July of 1977, New West magazine 
published an expository series which positioned the opponents as brave individuals to 
expose the group despite fear of reprisal. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 197) The exposé showed 
the Peoples Temple through an anti-cult perspective and brought to light some of the more 
questionable actions of the Peoples Temple like “financial rip-offs, extravagant living and 
hair-raising practice of psychological catharsis, physical punishment, and brainwashing”. 
(Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 197)  
Around the same time the Peoples Temple was having problems with the United 
States Internal Revenue Service (IRS). For years the Peoples Temple had tried to keep what 
they called ‘black people money’ out of the hands of the IRS, but had amassed a great deal 
of quasi-legal, collective wealth. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 197) Also in preparation for their 
move to Guyana, a large amount of the Peoples Temple’s wealth was transferred into 
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overseas accounts, a practice the IRS frowns upon. In a last-ditch attempt to solve some of 
their tax problems, the Peoples Temple in 1976 applied for tax exempt status as a religious 
group. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 197) However, all this accomplished was create a fear of an 
IRS investigation within the Peoples Temple’s inner workings. By March of 1977 the IRS had 
turned down the Peoples Temple application for tax exemption as a religious group.          
With fear of a growing number of defectors turning into an opposition, a possible IRS 
inquiry into the Peoples Temple and in anticipation of what the New West exposé would 
reveal, Jones made the decision to start the exodus to Jonestown in July of 1977. By 
September of 1977 the population of Jonestown had grown to around thousand people; 
roughly 70 percent were African American with the remaining 30 percent white. (Hall in 
Dawson ”Cults” 198) 
Life in Jonestown was harder than most members had imagined it would be. While 
progress had been made by the group that arrived in 1974, there weren’t nearly enough 
housing facilities for the mass of people that arrived in 1977. (Ross, Web) Enough housing 
had been built to accommodate around 700 people, not the 1000 that arrived. (Moore, Was 
Jonestown a self-sustaining community?, Web) The Peoples Temple leadership also 
struggled with the logistics of feeding people three times a day. While the aim of Jonestown 
would be to become a self-sustaining utopian community, it still relied heavily on supplies 
from the capitol of Guyana, Georgetown. (Moore, Was Jonestown a self-sustaining 
community?, Web) Other problems faced by the members were those of a tropical climate 
and intensive manual labor, although a large section of the population of Jonestown was 
either too young or too old to work (Moore, Was Jonestown a self-sustaining community?, 
Web), and finally reports suggest that at the start of 1979 both the food quality and quantity 
left a great deal to be desired. (Moore, Was Jonestown a self-sustaining community?, Web)   
Meanwhile, while the members of the Peoples Temple adjusted to their new life, the 
opposition of the ex-members joined forces with troubled family and relations of Peoples 
Temple members to join a collective group called the ‘Concerned Relatives’.  The aim of the 
group was to get their loved ones out of Jonestown and away from Jones himself. (Ross, 
Web) While there were some failed attempts at getting their loved ones back, the one way 
they did find success was through political intervention from Washington D.C. (Hall in 
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Dawson”Cults” 200) In D.C. they had managed to find a congressman who was sympathetic 
to their cause, Congressman Leo Ryan from San Mateo, California. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 
200)  
Ryan, who first tried helping the Concerned Relatives through official channels in 
Washington, got frustrated at the lack of help he was getting. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 200) 
He then, with the help of the Concerned Relatives, organized a trip to Jonestown. The aim of 
the trip was to ascertain the living conditions of the people living in Jonestown and rescue 
anyone who wanted to leave.  Accompanying them would be a National Broadcasting 
Company news crew who would document the plight of the Temple members, as well as the 
actions of the concerned relatives and the congressman. The party would leave on 14 
November 1978, and by 17 November 1978 the party had arrived in Jonestown. (Hall in 
Dawson ”Cults” 201)  
At the time of their arrival Jones had coached the community on how to act around 
the visitors, as was habitual for the reception of outsiders. On the evening of Ryan’s party’s 
arrival they were greeted with a welcome party at the main pavilion where a good dinner 
was served and music was played. (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 201) During the dinner a note was 
passed to one of the NBC reporters, signed by two members of Jonestown, which read 
“Help us get out of Jonestown.” (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 200) The next day, while the 
leadership of the People Temple tried to occupy the visitors with public relations activities, 
preparations were made by Ryan’s party to help those who wanted to get out of Jonestown. 
(Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 200) During the day’s festivities Congressman Ryan was assaulted by 
a purportedly deranged Temple member. Although Ryan escaped serious injury, the 
implication remained that Jones ordered the attack. “’Does this change everything?’ Jones 
asked Ryan, ‘It doesn’t change everything, but it changes things,’ Ryan replied.”(Hall in 
Dawson ”Cults” 201) In all, 16 people ended up defecting from Jonestown, but Jones 
privately refused to accept their desertion and regarded it as a personal affront. The 
defectors and Ryan’s party hurriedly left on the same day to an airstrip near Port Kaituma, 
which serviced Jonestown. While the party with the defectors was boarding planes to leave, 
a truck filled with armed men of the Peoples Temple, sent by Jones, pulled up to the airstrip 
and opened fire upon the unarmed party. In total, ten were injured and five were shot dead, 
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including three newsmen, one defector, and Congressmen Ryan himself. (Hall in Dawson 
”Cults” 202)   
Back in Jonestown, Jones had gathered everyone in the pavilion and in a final speech 
to them announced that they would no longer be able to survive in this world as a 
community. (Hall in Dawson”Cults” 202) As he put it in his speech “If we can‘t live in peace, 
then let’s die in peace.” (Hall in Dawson ”Cults” 202) In an act which Jones would call 
“revolutionary suicide,” the majority of adult members of the Peoples Temple drank grape 
Fla-Vor Aid laced with cyanide and tranquilizers, after administering the same lethal cocktail 
to the oldest and youngest members.  On 18 November 1978, all 918 people who “drank 
the Kool-Aid” died in the largest to-date mass suicide, marking the end of the Peoples 
Temple. 
 
2.3 Cultural Factors 
 
2.3.1 The 1960’s 
The 1960’s were a time of turmoil for many citizens of the United States, with issues 
of racism, classism, sexism, and sexual orientation rampant in society. All of these were 
subjects one could be judged on by the local community, and provided reasons for exclusion 
on a societal scale. This led to entire groups of citizens feeling disenfranchised. “Though 
middle-class white people, particularly men, had ready access to many sorts of credit, low-
income African-Americans and women of all classes and races had far greater difficulty 
borrowing.” (Hyman 201) 
 
2.3.2 Black Communities  
The lack of opportunities and awareness about issues among the poorer classes of 
society, often led to riots and looting as a result of dissatisfaction. (Hyman 203-204) It was 
through this struggle that the black community began to shape the foundation for their 
participation in politics. This racial struggle led to a strong feeling of animosity among 
communities. This meant groups did not feel unified any longer and would therefore riot to 
voice their displeasure about the current state of affairs, and to loot or pillage for those item 
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or rights that they had been denied. (Smith 20) This deep-rooted feeling of neglect could 
perhaps have led some to be persuaded when Jim Jones’ stepped forward with his Church. 
Jim Jones was a white man extending a hand and offering a community of acceptance and 
understanding. Perhaps it seemed as if it was a solution to many of the outstanding issues 
that the state or government seemingly did not try to rectify. In essence, Jim Jones provided 
something to run to and embrace. Jones was, in effect, a “pull-factor,” a term for the 
geographical movement of people. 
“A dualistic us-versus-them mentality fed the desire for a pure environment away from 
crime, drugs, unemployment, and all of the problems that accompany urban life. But 
members believed they were not just deserting something worse but also moving to 
something better.” (Moore 41) 
 
2.3.3 Cold War – Marxist and Socialist Appeal 
Aside from the promises of peace and equality offered by the Peoples Temple, there 
were also aspects of society that many people in the 1960’s wished to run from, push-
factors, essentially the opposite of a pull factor. This tumultuous time saw the involvement 
of the US in the Vietnam War, a war which lasted over a decade and resulted in widespread 
peace protests. In addition, the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 had put the post-World War II 
Cold War (1945-1991) closer than ever to a full-blown nuclear exchange. The time during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis and that of the Cold War was one of tension and fear. It was a time 
where Western and Eastern ideologies met with barely contained loathing for each other. It 
was the first time the world was truly threatened with apocalyptic destruction on a global 
scale due to the specter of nuclear warfare. This meant that national sentiment were of 
great importance in ensuring the people’s adherence to one’s ideologies, leading up to a 
potential war.  It was also of importance to Jim Jones, who feared a nuclear apocalypse and 
fled to Brazil, seeking refuge there for two years, leaving the Peoples Temple in the hands of 
trusted appointed members. Apocalyptic prophecies often are disregarded as springing 
from paranoia, and therefore it is often not taken seriously. However, this was an instance 
where it was all too real and the world was on the brink of nuclear holocaust. (Cyr 1, 15-16) 
What followed was a redoubled American effort to quell and stop communist expansion and 
uprisings globally, but even more so within their own hemisphere. (Cyr 13) 
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 In that context, the young middle class’ attraction to communes and socialist ideals 
was in direct opposition to against the nation’s stance. As Jim Jones’ developed his own 
ideas and ideals regarding social injustice and the need for equality moved him steadily 
towards the communist ideal, setting him and his followers increasingly at odds with formal 
society in the United States. (Moore 42-43 & 68) In its early years the Peoples Temple was a 
very outward-looking community and was recognized as doing good social community work, 
in particular among poor black communities, as well as being at the forefront of inter-racial 
tolerance.  
Racial discrimination was still widespread, although change was slowly occurring, 
both legislatively and in daily lives. (Smith 20 & 28) (Moore 23-24) The federal legislation of 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was signed into official law by the President, Lyndon B. 
Johnson, and was meant to ensure less discrimination in voting, essentially guaranteeing 
non-Caucasians the right to vote. The abolition of slavery had happened over a century 
earlier in the Slavery Abolition Act of 1863, although racism had by no means ceased, nor 
did it provide much in terms of equality. As slavery had been abolished a century prior, but 
not much progress on the front of equality had happened since, this led to social revolt and 
cries for change.  Out of the conflicts arose some extremely powerful and charismatic 
thinkers, leaders, and in some instances, radical groups. Change did not happen easily and 
the black communities had to fight for improvements. 
In 1963, August 28th Martin Luther King held a speech which has been etched into 
history as one of the most memorable. The quote “I have a dream,” is one almost everyone 
knows today, from a powerful speech held on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 
Washington D.C. The building dedicated to Abraham Lincoln, the President to usher in the 
abolition of slavery, made a fitting scene, but again served as the tragic reminder of a 
century without real progress in the fight for racial justice and equality. However, Dr. King’s 
speech served as a monumental milestone in the fight for this racial justice, equality and 
freedom, showing how great the interest and desire for change was, a thirst for change that 
would continue as time went on. Tragically Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on April 
4th 1968 in Memphis, Tennessee. Following his death were nationwide riots and protests in 
favor of racial justice in dedication to King’s work. Heavily influenced by the burgeoning civil 
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rights movement for some time, Jim Jones had been strongly driven by equality between 
races since he was a child. (Moore 11-12) 
Jim Jones was attracted to the concept of “revolutionary suicide,” a term coined by 
the Black Panther Party, which was a political organization founded in 1966. (Freer 174) It 
challenged the authority of the state and government at the time, and claimed to stand for 
black rights. This political party gained a lot of notoriety and backing in their fight for a 
revolution against the prevalent system. “Revolutionary Nationalists maintain that African-
Americans cannot achieve liberation in the United States within the existing political and 
economic system. Therefore, they call for revolution to rid the society of capitalism, 
imperialism, racism, and sexism.” (Harris 163) This was a reflection of a conscious effort at 
this point to change the state of segregation in the U.S. The racism and economic despair 
the black family faced at this time was daunting.  In this context, black communities turned 
to political parties like the Black Panther Party.   
Apart from the racial injustice, women of color faced ever more prejudice. They not 
only had to fight for their rights to vote and to join the labor market as woman, but racial 
justice, as well. This fight for equality, in terms of the right to political influence and the right 
to education, is vital for the future of a unified, indivisible nation. The educational aspect 
was of particular importance for the future betterment of the standing of the black person’s 
influence in America.  
The landmark Supreme Court decision of Brown vs.  Board of Education ensured that 
future generations would be able to receive education and strive towards breaking the mold 
that had been cast so long ago. It was a major step in the direction of progress. “… the civil 
rights laws facilitated the entry of blacks into previously closed occupational and 
educational institutions. And this had the effect, at least in part, of stimulating the growth 
and development of the middle class, which is central in the development of ethnic political 
influence. ” (Smith 22) 
 In effect, Jim Jones institutionalized his thoughts on religion, race and social 
injustice, first by becoming a Christian minister in a church, later founding his own church in 
1954. During 1962 Jim Jones and his family lived in Brazil for a short period of time, perhaps 
as an initial exploration of alternative locations for his congregation. (Moore 18-19, 23) 
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However, Jim Jones returned to the US and subsequently influenced his followers to the 
point where they exalt him as a prophet in a position of total leadership.  In July 1965 Jones, 
his family, and 80 members of his interracial congregation moved to Redwood Valley, 
California in order to attempt to realize their dreams of a close-knit and self-sufficient 
community which provided education, food, health services and accommodation in 
exchange for labor. (Moore 22-26) This idea of communal equality was particularly 
attractive to blacks in the U.S. in 1960’s. “My name is Dianne Wilkinson. I am twenty-eight 
years old. And first of all, I would like to let the world know that to live in America is a curse 
and especially if you're black.” (Moore 85) It is not a rare thing to have heard of the racial 
divide in America, but blacks that came from low-income families and living in ghettoes felt 
a strong sense of oppression and “othering”. What Jim Jones provided was equality, in the 
form of being wanted, needed and accepted in the community. 
 
2.3.4 Women’s Fight for Equality  
 Remarkably, Jim Jones not only prioritized treating blacks with dignity, he also 
elevated many women to positions of power within his church. (Moore 122) This was yet 
another contrast to the surrounding society.  Although women were beginning to break out 
of the housewife role of the 1950’s, gender equality was by no means an easy task to 
achieve in the 1960’s and 1970’s. No doubt Jim Jones’s approach to women in leadership 
attracted many followers too, even though it appears the price for many was also a sexual 
relationship with him. (Jonestown: the Life and Death of Peoples Temple) 
Historically, during times of war it was typical for large portions of the young male 
population to go “overseas”, leaving massive gaps in the labor market. During war time 
these production and manual labor tasks were necessarily performed by the women in the 
country. This seemed like a good solution at first; however, when the war was over and it 
was time for the men to return, the amount of jobs they had to return to were minimal. This 
meant that something had to be done in order to ensure mass unemployment did not occur 
amongst veterans.  
This phenomenon can be seen following the conclusion of the Second World War, 
with the return of the young males to the U.S., amongst others. During the 1950’s, the 
middle class in America was purposefully strengthened to sell the idea of the stay-at-home 
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mother as the future of middle class America. The dream of the middle class captured both 
the post-war economic progress and aspirations of betterment for the masses. (Johnston 5) 
 Advertising for kitchen appliances and other items for the household were 
targeted and aimed at women to glorify the role of housewives, in order to encourage 
women to return to the house, thereby re-opening job positions for the men. It essentially 
pushed one gender out of the job market through the idea of the American suburban family. 
This, however, did solidify the mind-set that women ought to be the caretaker, and the 
man, the provider.  This concept would later have to be abandoned if the goals of equality 
and the right for free choice for the women were to be achieved. This led to the women’s 
fight to re-join the job market later on, and breaking from the traditionalist 1950’s and early 
1960’s view of the only right option being the one of the stay-at-home mother. This fight 
would continue into the seventies. 
 For women, the Peoples Temple offered equal opportunities. The freedom of 
choice the women felt they were denied in contemporary society was one that had been 
seemingly resolved in the Peoples Temple, meaning that this would have likely been 
appealing to women, who at the time were already in revolt, fighting for their rights,  
improved conditions, and possibilities for themselves. It was through idealistic principals like 
these that Jim Jones was able to recruit so many female followers.  
 
2.1.5 War Abroad 
In 1973 a peace treaty was reached between France, North Vietnam, South Vietnam, 
and the United States, officially ending the war in Vietnam, which led to yet another large 
group of young males returning home, to a country in turmoil. The Vietnam War 
traumatized both participating individuals as well as the United States’ self-perception for 
years to come. The U.S. had suffered humiliating blows in this conflict, and was perceived as 
having lost to a group of communist peasants.   
Although hostility towards communism remained high, there was still a growing 
attraction, not least amongst the young as well as poor segments of the population, towards 
more equality of opportunity, in essence socialist ideals. (Paglia 91-92) 
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2.1.6 War at Home 
The economic and educational gaps applied enormous pressure to ethnic groups 
living in ghettos. With no means of providing education for one’s children their futures were 
dim. One can only imagine trying to fit in to the system, only to be rejected constantly. Not 
being wanted must be detrimental to one’s willingness and enthusiasm about contributing 
or trying to be a part of society. With the sixties and its focus on freedom, and the beginning 
of the hippie era came also an increase in recreational drug usage, which led to President 
Nixon’s famous declaration of the “War on Drugs” in 1971, naming drugs the number one 
enemy of the United States of America. From war abroad against others, war is declared at 
home against “your own people”. This again meant that impoverished neighborhoods, 
which have been shown to have a higher use of drugs, were now targetable by the police. 
(Csete 4 & 9) Blacks and other ethnic communities were under threat from the police once 
again, facing racial profiling and police brutality. The resentment towards the authorities 
grew even further, increasing the gaps between classes and races. During this time of racial 
and class strife, there was also rise in African American gang violence. (Hoover, Web) Ethnic 
groups in ghettos were caught in the crux of a drug problem, but it was one derived from a 
bigger issue: the economic and social neglect that led to the despair of not being able to 
make a better life for oneself.  
In an ever increasingly capitalistic and materialistic western world, excluding entire 
communities leaves them with little hope for the future. The people in these deprived 
neighborhoods might be more susceptible to the approach of charismatic leaders like Jim 
Jones, or the members of an organization like that of the Peoples Temple, seeing it as an 
alternative community, or even as an escape. Jim Jones promised, and initially delivered, a 
more unified and equal community than the nation state was delivering to these groups. 
This appealed to both the “have nots,” but also to a growing number of middle class youth 
seeking alternative societal solutions in this era. 
In the case of the Peoples Temple, this resulted in a willingness to unquestioningly 
follow an ultimate leader, an attitude that was gradually constructed over many years. “It's 
been a pleasure walking with all of you in this revolutionary struggle. No other way I would 
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rather go to give up my life for socialism, communism, and I thank Dad very much. -Woman 
about to take poison, Jonestown Audiotape” (Moore 87) 
 
2.3.7 Peoples Temple Reaction to External Forces 
Much like the Black Panther Party, The Peoples Temple was anti-capitalism, seeing it 
as an evil force.  Peoples Temple, being very communistic, sought to break the bond of 
capitalism that they felt had become so deeply ingrained in contemporary American culture. 
This powerful message and different approach to community attracted thousands of new 
members to the Peoples Temple in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, (Moore 36-37 & 58) 
allowing the organization to expand to Los Angeles and San Francisco. This break from 
societal norms a new way of living and co-existent was enticing to the members of the 
Peoples Temple. However, for non-members it was worrying. They thought it strange that 
people would give up entire paychecks or uproot themselves and move across the nation to 
follow a dream or an idea for the sole reason of it being one’s religion and faith. (Moore 33-
34 & 59-60)  Perhaps some of the members felt like it was more than a religion but a way of 
life, a better one than the one they came from at least, and feared having to return to. 
The resignation of their part in the “American Dream,” and the Peoples Temple’s 
move to Guyana, came as a shock to both the government and citizens of the United States. 
By the summer of 1977 about 1,000 Peoples Temple members moved to Jonestown over a 
three-month period. (Moore 41 & 44-45) However, the Peoples Temple saw the American 
dream as having become corrupted. Therefore, they sought a life outside of it, independent 
and free to do what they believed in without being persecuted or judged. In the process of 
achieving this goal, they created the compound in Guyana as an attempt at a self-sustaining 
life for the Peoples Temple and its members. It also served as a solution and safe haven for 
the members. However, the more the Peoples Temple secluded itself and withdrew, the 
more interested and worried the Concerned Relatives, the citizens of America, and its 
government became. (Moore 41 & 62-69) Moreover, outright declarations of communism 
so soon after the United States lost the war to communist North Vietnam would itself also 
cause concern. Minor flirtations with left wing ideologies within the context of societies 
could be tolerated (communes and the like) but the Peoples Temple, at its height, was 
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growing very rapidly and was becoming highly politicized. The Peoples Temple was both 
admired, and the cause of suspicion by many. 
 By late 1978, the Peoples Temple, and Jim Jones were validated in their notion that 
they were being investigated by the state that they fled – they really were being scrutinized 
by numerous authorities in the U.S.A. By fleeing to Jonestown they became more isolated. 
The organization of “Concerned Relatives” to Peoples Temple members aimed not just to 
get members of the Peoples Temple away, but actually to dissolve the organization. Over 
the years, defectors at high and low levels within the Peoples Temple organization had also 
stressed the organization from within, most notably the leaders who left, including the so-
called Gang of Eight. (Moore 37) Numerous law-suits, public relations costs, media costs, 
and other financial concerns meant that Jonestown had difficulty feeding and sustaining 
itself. This added to the internal pressure.  In particular, one court case where Jim Jones was 
locked in a custody battle over a boy bore tremendous symbolism as the battle between the 
values of society and the Peoples Temple. (Moore 41 & 62) To compound it all, the US 
Postal Service held back the security checks for the seniors, a crucial part of the Peoples 
Temple funding. 
 The message was clear, that the government, symbolized by the visit of 
Congressional Representative Leo Ryan, aimed to forcibly the Peoples Temple. Through 
mass “revolutionary suicide” the Peoples Temple were trying to send a political message 
that they would not be taken down by outside forces, but would rather lay down their lives 
for what they believed was ultimate freedom.   
 “Please for god’s sake just get on with it, we’ve lived, we’ve lived as no other 
people have, and loved. We’ve had as much of this world as we’re gonna get, let’s just be 
done with it, let’s just be done with the agony of it.” (Jim Jones “Death Tape 1”, 32:14 – 
32:37) Accompanying these chilling words of inciting suicide, one can hear cheering and 
support when listening to these two tapes of the final service from Jim Jones on the day of 
the mass suicide.   
 After the assault at the airstrip more than 900 residents prepared to die in what 
they termed revolutionary suicide, following the orders of Jim Jones. Only one member 
seems to question the action asking whether they could not go to Russia, as Jim Jones had 
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told them the emergency plan would be. (Jim Jones “Death Tape 1”, 05:04 – 20:46) After the 
murders at the airstrip, it is clear that he perceives that all bridges have been burnt and 
there is no future for the Peoples Temple. He urges all his followers to ingest a poison in the 
Jonestown pavilion in a highly structured, psychologically calculated sequence that ensures 
that the members of dubiously loyalty die first, lest they abandoned the plan once the loyal 
members have committed suicide.  
There were a few survivors and thousands of traumatized relatives. For the surviving 
members the struggle was not over, as many of the public viewed surviving or former 
members as being insane to have taken part in something so gruesome. This created issues 
for the members trying to re-integrate back into society. (Moore 137-138) 
Dianne Feinstein, President of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, was to 
become an important ally for the survivors. She was to serve out the mayoral term after the 
murders of Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk of San Francisco. Later 
Feinstein was re-elected twice to serve two more terms as the 38th Mayor of San Francisco. 
Feinstein proved to be an important part of the reintegration of the few surviving members. 
During a time where it was almost taboo to associate with, or try to understand or help 
Temple members, Feinstein adopted a program to help with this process. However, due to 
the potential backlash of the public, the actual program itself was never publicly announced. 
Nonetheless, the program was to provide the members with counsellors and job 
opportunities. Furthermore, security measures were put in place to protect members from 
harassment and violence from outside sources but also to prevent the same possible 
violence and harassment from Peoples Temple members. (Moore 136-138)  
Though the struggles seemed hard to overcome, many have managed to do so, 
leading lives of relative normality, with few lasting mental ill effects. (Moore 141-142)  They 
have been able to forgive, mourn, and begin to understand and speak out about what 
happened. Many of them wish not to be judged but understood, and to be able to educate 
others about what happened so that we do not forget, but rather understand how things 
came to be and perhaps prevent such a tragedy in the future. (Moore 139-145) 
Unfortunately, society as a whole appears to have moved on, as evidenced by the saying, 
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“They drank the Kool-aid,” having entered the popular lexicon as a slang term for a blind, 
unquestioning follower of a belief. (Urbandictionary-Drink the Kool Aid, Web) 
What seems to be the case is that the Peoples Temples’ members were attracted to 
the organization due to a combination of external societal factors and internal personal 
ones. These two factors applied a pressure for them to seek out membership, or when 
approached, they were more receptive. Later on, these external and internal pressures led 
to the withdrawal and isolation of the Peoples Temple and subsequently to the tragic end 
for the vast majority of those involved. 
 
2.4 Members of the Peoples Temple  
A means to better understand life within the movement is to analyze the writing of 
members on the inside.  After the event on the 18 November 1978, a lot of journals and 
letters have been recovered. Of special note are those written by Edith Roller, who was a 
member of the Peoples Temple. Is it believed that she joined the movement in 1972. (Beck, 
Web) The reason she is interesting is that she took notes of everything happening inside the 
Temple. Jones knew of her activities, trusted her, and encouraged her to keep writing her 
journals, saying that they would one day show the outside world the life of the Peoples 
Temple. (Beck, web) The fact that Jones was not only aware of her writing, but somewhat 
engaged in it, means that she had problems been swayed by his opinion. This means that 
her writing is to be approached with a measured amount of skepticism, but this can be 
argued for every member of the Peoples Temple, and is not unique to Edith Roller.  "Jim 
spoke on the Chicago trip. They met some important people. The future will show what was 
accomplished. The healings were beyond parallel. The meeting the last night lasted until 
morning. The group wants to establish a Temple in Chicago. Two miracles took place on the 
buses. They got in to Chicago hours earlier than they could have if no mishaps had occurred. 
The buses will come back directly. Our people were graciously received by the Muslim 
leadership, though their temple here had not cleared the appointment as they said they 
had."  (Edith Roller Journal 16 February – Thursday 1978 web) 
In addition to her general writing regarding daily life within the movement, she 
offered a very detailed and personal description of one of their "white nights." In it, she 
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explains how Jim Jones informed everyone, at 6 in the morning, to get up and convene. 
Jones announced that their political situation was becoming increasingly dire, that the army 
was fast approaching and that the soldiers might seek to harm them. This sparked a 
discussion of what course of action they should pursue. Migration was proposed, with 
suggestions such as Cuba and the Soviet Union as well as various African countries. Jones 
convinced the people of Jonestown to trust in his leadership, explaining to them that dispute 
in the different countries would invariably lead to worse conditions for them. He briefly 
suggested that they should move back to the United States, only to rescind the suggestion 
shortly. Later that evening however, Jim Jones stated that their situation had not improved, 
that any relocation was no longer an option, and decided that revolutionary suicide was the 
only way they would find peace. (Edith Roller Journal 16 February – Thursday 1978 web) 
The most poignant thought of all was that the greatness that is Jim Jones would not 
come to fruition. Was this movement he had nurtured to come to naught, to a pile of dead 
bodies and an abandoned agricultural experiment in the small country of Guyana? He is the 
most remarkable man who has ever lived. Is this what he will be remembered for? (Edith 
Roller Journal 16 February – Thursday 1978 web) 
In this passage, Edith Roller offers her personal opinion regarding Jim Jones and the 
Peoples Temple. She mentions how terrible it is that the outside world will only remember 
Jim Jones for the mass suicide, and not for all the good things he has done. 
 Later on in this journal she also mentions how she does not wish to die, but agrees 
in the end that she will die for a greater cause. (Edith Roller Journal 16 February – Thursday 
1978) Taking into consideration the fact that the Peoples Temple was very isolated, one 
could assume that Jim Jones would have had some control or input regarding her journals. 
Though she is seemingly quite factual in her writing, the fact that Jim Jones knew about her 
journals encouraged her to continue her writing, as well as her positive thoughts regarding 
the cause, further suggests that she was quite swayed by his opinion and not an objective 
observer, despite her factual delivery of the events in Jonestown. (Edith Roller Journal 16 
February – Thursday 1978) 
Not every member of the Peoples Temple was as loyal as Edith Roller however. A 
small group of people, who would later be known as "the Gang of Eight" defected from 
Peoples Temple. They all left the Peoples Temple in 1973. Common among them was their 
concern for the future of their society. (Eight Revolutionaries, Web) 
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They decided to flee as a group, as they feared the threat Jim Jones posed to people 
who left. Their fears were validated, when Jones decided to direct several search teams, 
including a plane, to bring them back in. According to survivor Jeannie Mills, Jim Jones was 
furious after hearing about the defection and started waving a gun around in front of his 
staff committee, threatening anyone who might nurture similar notions of defection. 
(Paranoia and Delusions Web) The gang decided to go to the hills of Montana, where they 
felt they would be safe from Jones' influence. Fearing the ramifications of their departure, 
that Jones might take personal offense to their defection, they wrote a letter stating that 
their reasons for leaving were with the staff of Jonestown and the religious direction the 
movement was taking. (Reiterman p.224-226) (Eight Revolutionaries, Web) In the letter they 
describe how they do not agree with members of the staff being allowed to engage in 
intercourse. They mention several names who, according to them, are engaging in sexual 
activities, and state that this is the only reason why they are staying loyal to the Peoples 
Temple. 
"The reasons for giving up sex are agreeable with us, however, who takes the 
priviledged liberty to abuse such a decision—STAFF. Carolyn Layton, Sandy Inghram, Karen 
Layton, Grace Stoen, Janet Phillips etc., has to be fucked in order to be loyal. Jack Beam Sr., 
Tim Stoen, [name withheld by request], Mike Prokes etc., has to be fucked in the butt for the 
same reason." (Eight Revolutionaries, Web) 
They emphasize that every time an issue regarding sexual matters involving a staff 
member occurs, it was withheld from the general population of the Peoples Temple to see 
or hear about. (Eight Revolutionaries, Web) Another issue they discuss is the social status 
and ranking; white versus black, rich versus poor etc. According to the letter, they believe 
that the affluent white people are being ranked higher in the Temple society than poor black 
people. They talk of a woman named Helen Swinney, a racist, who feels that she is above the 
African Americans within the movement. “It was staff that said “don’t talk about Helen 
Swinney unless you can bring in as much money.” (Eight Revolutionaries, Web), thereby 
implicating that their reality might be further from the dream of a socialist utopia than they 
would like to believe. Furthermore, they questioned his choice of staff members, how most 
of them were white, how none of them had any understanding of the socialist ideals, to 
which they all pretended to adhere. They mentioned how black people, who had been loyal 
for many years, had not received anything in terms of status or respect, something they 
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were meant to have had a claim to. They argued that the newer, Caucasian, upper-class 
members were being favored for the leading positions over their black counterparts in most 
cases; the Gang of Eight even argued that African Americans had only been included for 
their social security income. (Eight Revolutionaries, Web)) They ended the letter, by saying 
that they were grateful for what Jim Jones had given them, the knowledge, insight, and 
vision he had instilled in them. (Eight Revolutionaries, Web) 
When taking into account the fact that they feared for what might happen to them 
when they decided to defect, one can reasonably doubt the veracity of the claims made in 
the letter. One can imagine they might, in effect, have sugarcoated their words out of fear of 
retaliation from Jones should some of their arguments be too personal, thus incurring the 
wrath of their former leader. Were they truly grateful for his wisdom, or just attempting to 
alleviate the animosity their defection might have inspired towards themselves? All the 
numbers below are gathered from a demographic study done by Rebecca Moore: 
(Jobs/Activities in Guyana, Web) 
The Peoples Temple was predominantly populated by African Americans. The main 
population originated from the American southern states, parts from which they had 
originally migrated, in search of safety. The security they sought out to find was found in the 
churches of the black societies, thereby creating a kind of “black cults”. 
“[...]Southern blacks who moved North or West looking for work and safety during 
the migrations of the 1930s and World War II found established black churches too “’fine, 
fashionable and formal,’ and thus turned to black ‘cults.’”(Moore Demographics, Web)  
 Due to the racism and repression at that time, these "cults" became functioning 
“refugee” centers, providing a sanctuary for those fleeing in search of an accepting 
community. A scholar named Joseph R. Washington wrote that these black cults were 
creating what society and churches could not provide; "…a creative, imaginative and 
indigenous (if insufficient) response to the failure of churches and society to satisfy the 
immediate needs of black people.” (Washington 17). The fact that these African Americans 
were left unfulfilled with their churches and community serves to explain why they were so 
easily enamored by Jim Jones and his promise of equality, and why they were so willing to 
give up their social security income in return for the feeling of belonging that they so 
desperate craved. 
Based on studies of photographs and passports, Rebecca Moore estimates that 
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approximately 68% of the population of people living Guyana were African Americans. When 
looking at the gender differences it is clear that women surpasses the number of men. In 
Jonestown, the number of black females is almost double that of their black male 
counterparts; 45% and 23% of the total population respectively. The white women also 
exceed the number of white males, though not as decisively as the African Americans. When 
examining the labor list for the people of Jonestown, you get the idea that the women held 
primarily administrative jobs, while the males engaged in mainly manual labor occupation. 
(Jobs/Activities in Guyana, Web) 
Furthermore, in the job section we also find the Planning Commission, which was Jim 
Jones' personal group of advisers and main administration. Despite that fact that the main 
population consisted of black people, and that the blacks held the majority of the 
administrative jobs, the Planning Commission was mainly comprised of white people, white 
females. Only 6 out 37 members were black. These preferences within the job section might 
suggest that Jim Jones preferred having women close to him, and the men working further 
away. Even more compelling was the fact that over a dozen of the females from Planning 
Commission had sexual relations with Jim Jones. As mentioned previously, the main 
population of black people originated from states where racism and repression ran rampant. 
This Planning Commission, and its mono-racial makeup, suggests that the repression of the 
societies, from which the African Americans had originally migrated, might be present even 
in their new, supposedly utopian, community. The Planning Commission also consisted 
mostly of women, outnumbering the men by nearly two to one. This, as well as the trust 
between Jones and Edith Roller, implies that Jim Jones preferred to mingle and build 
relationships with females. 
The makeup of the Jonestown population was, as is evident from the numbers, both 
racially and gender-wise, quite diverse. We have the journals of Edith Roller, which give a 
very alternate view of Jonestown, compared to a lot of other people's writings. She was a 
person who truly believed in the good of the cause. Contesting this, we have the eight 
defectors. Despite their supposed desire to escape the inequality of society, the community 
of Jonestown bore striking resemblance to the culture they had left behind, with racial 
discrimination running rampant. Granted, an argument can be made that the conditions at 
Jonestown were still superior to those the African Americans would have encountered in 
general American society. However, the demographics tell a tale of hypocrisy and failed 
33 
 
dreams, regardless of how deeply people believed in the message of equality that Jones 
preached. 
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3.0 Cults – A Theoretical Overview 
 
3.1 Brainwashing 
When attempting to explain the actions and inclinations of people who ultimately 
end up joining cults, or New Religious Movements, an explanation that one might encounter 
is the brainwashing theory. Differing from the notion that people join cults of their own 
volition, however they might be influenced by events in their life, brainwashing theory 
claims that people could be forced or manipulated into joining a cult via ‘powerful 
psychotechnology’. This psychotechnology allegedly traps the follower in the NRM, allowing 
subsequent control over their behavior by leaders of the group, through what can be 
equated to ‘mind control’ (Richardson in Dawson ”Cults”160).  
Brainwashing has its roots in the former Soviet Union, starting with the purge trials 
in the 1930s, where the state manipulated its citizens by falsely accusing them of conspiring 
against the state. (Singer in Dawson ”Cults” 148)Later, around the late 1940’s reports came 
from Communist China where the state universities were putting citizen through thought-
reform programs in order to help mold them into the new ideology. (Singer in Dawson 
”Cults” 148) The idea of brainwashing was first introduced to the western imagination, 
when Edward Hunter published a book titled “Brainwashing in Red China” in 1951 (Singer in 
Dawson ”Cults” 148). The idea of brainwashing, however, first really took hold when it was 
used in the Korean War against POWs, which was then sensationalized with the 1959 book, 
and subsequent 1962 movie, “The Manchurian Candidate,” wherein an American POW is 
brainwashed by his communist captors to become a sleeper agent and instructed to murder 
his target when triggered. (Haag, Web) 
As will be presented in the following chapter, the great majority of people that join 
NRMs tend to be well off, educated young people. Initially, it was claimed that brainwashing 
techniques were being used by leaders of NRMs against these young vulnerable people as a 
way of forcing them to join. Rather than accepting that people join of their own desire, the 
appealing alternative answer for some became brainwashing. One of the main reasons that 
the brainwashing claim became so popular was that it was an easy scapegoating mechanism 
to use.  
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Parents could blame brainwashing as way to understand why their child might have 
joined an NRM, and legally have them forcibly removed from the NRMs, which would 
otherwise be against the First Amendment of the Constitution of the United States of 
America. Former members could blame brainwashing for forcing them to participate, and 
allow them to deal with any regrets or guilt they might have. In addition, the de-
programmers, who would be hired by loved ones to kidnap a person from their NRMs and 
‘de-program’ the brainwashing from them, could justify their new profession, which would 
otherwise be technically illegal. Finally, politicians could use brainwashing as a way to blame 
and denounce NRMs for corrupting the younger generations.     
In the essay, ‘Process of Brainwashing, Psychological Coercion, and Thought Reform,’ 
Margaret Thaler Singer highlights some of the various theories on how brainwashing works. 
Singer notes that the aims of brainwashing are as follows: to destabilize a person’s sense of 
self, to force a person to reinterpret their life, which allows them to accept a new version of 
reality and causality, and finally to form a dependency on the organization which makes 
them a deployable agent of said organization (Singer in Dawson ”Cults” 151).  
It is also important to mention that brainwashing does not work immediately but 
rather is a “gradual process of breakdown and transformation” (Singer in Dawson ”Cults” 
150). It can be looked as a psychological con game, where, if the various factors are in the 
right place, they could bring about changes in an individual’s mind-set, behavior and 
attitude. 
Singer makes the argument that there are three ways to look at how brain washing 
happens. First, there is Singer’s own six conditions; paralleling her work are Robert Lifton’s 
eight psychological themes; and finally, Edger Schein’s three conditions. One must be aware 
that while Singer’s six conditions were derived from looking at brainwashing used in cults, 
Lifton’s eight themes and Schein’s three stages came from the study of brainwashing 
techniques used in communist China and Korea. (Richardson in Dawson ”Cults” 160) Singer, 
however, argues that these conditions can be applied to cults as well.   
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Singer’s six conditions are as follows:  
1. Keep the person unaware of what is going on and the changes taking place. Keeping the 
victim unware of what is happening to them allows the cult to slowly take over the victims 
autonomy.  
2. Control the person’s time and, if possible physical environment, which can range from 
keeping them in a farm, commune, headquarters, etc. or forcing them to follow specific 
rules while outside of cult environment (Singer in Dawson ”Cults” 152).  
3. Create a sense of powerlessness, covert fear, and dependency. This happens when cults 
destroy the victim’s old support system like friends, family, occupation, or source of income. 
Singer argues that by removing the old support system the victim’s self-confidence and self-
perception erodes, which in turn creates dependence to the organization.  
4. Suppress as much as possible of the person’s old behavior and attitudes through a system 
of rewards and punishments.  
5. Instill new behavior and attitudes. By implementing a system of rewards and punishments 
the cult can root out any non-accepted behaviors and develop and reinforce accepted 
behaviors.  
6. Put forth a closed system of logic; allow no real input or criticism. This allows no one to 
question or criticize the actions within the cult. Those who do are perceived as being against 
the group. The new forms of language further drive the victim away from their old 
conscience and beliefs.  As Singer argues, these are the conditions needed to create the 
right atmosphere where thought reforms process could take place (Singer in Dawson ”Cults” 
154). 
Although similar to Singer’s six conditions, psychiatrist Robert Lifton’s eight themes are 
primarily derived from governmental efforts of control, and consist of: 
1. Milieu control: control over the communication of the group members. This entails that 
gossip between members be limited and non-contradictory to the group values. More 
importantly, it dictates that contact to the outside world, non-members, as it were, be 
limited as well. 
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2. Loading the language: groups create their own group language designed to limit 
members’ critical thinking. This is to stop the members from critically evaluating the group, 
possibly identifying the flaws within. Additionally, it is designed to alienate the members 
further from outside influences, that might weaken their ties to the group. 
3. Demand for purity: this creates an “Us and Them” scenario, in which group members are 
to be considered ‘pure’, and non-members impure, further exacerbating the distance 
between member and non-member.  
4. Confession: this is advocated so that members may confess to any past indiscretions or 
actions contradictory to group values, liberating the member of their guilt. In actuality, it is 
used as a tool to further ensnare the member in the group. (Similar to auditing sessions 
within the Church of Scientology, where ‘confessions’ are recorded and kept, for use as 
potential blackmail, should a member of the church entertain notions of discontinuing their 
association.(Buxton, Web) 
5. Mystical manipulation: group members are led to believe that their behavior, and the 
group at large, is led by a higher purpose. Members learn from older members the correct 
behaviors to emulate. Cult leaders also tell their followers “You have chosen to be here. No 
one has told you to come here. No one has influenced you,” (Singer in Dawson ”Cults”  156) 
which gives the members a sense of having chosen this life.    
6. Doctrine: the members’ own history is brushed aside as unimportant; they are instructed 
to see reality through a group lens, rather than their own. Their old personal history is 
rewritten to fit in with the group’s interpretation of life. An example of this that Singer saw 
is a young man in a cult who viewed himself as “a drug addict, violent, and irresponsible,” 
although it became clear to Singer that this was not true. His drug addiction came from 
three puffs of marijuana, his violence came from participation in his high school wrestling 
team, and his irresponsibility came from not saving money when he was younger. (Singer in 
Dawson”Cults”156) But the group had influenced him to believe that these were worse than 
they were.     
7. Sacred science: the group leader’s message/philosophy is legitimized by either making it 
scientific rooting it in religious texts. Some leaders also claim to be connected to some 
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famous historical figure like Jesus, Buddha, Karl Marx, Martin Luther, etc. in order to 
legitimize their claims. (Singer in Dawson”Cults”156)  
8. Dispense of existence: members start to believe that their group is special, and that they 
are somehow enlightened where outsiders are not. Members are led to believe that they 
are part of an elitie movement which leads a sense of entitlement and feeling of superiority. 
This creates the final dependence on the group as members start to believe that if they 
leave they will be nothing. (Singer in Dawson ”Cults”156)    
Lastly, there are psychologist Edgar Schein’s three stages, which consist of a process 
of unfreezing, changing, and refreezing. Schein considers the three stages people would go 
through as their attitudes change from the new group environment and the brainwashing. 
(Singer in Dawson”Cults”157) The unfreezing stage is when the group, through their various 
activities, destabilizes the individual’s sense of self and worldview, which leads to a crisis of 
identity in said individual. (Singer in Dawson”Cults”157) In the changing stage, the individual 
is offered solutions to his or her predicament by adopting tenets of the group. A key 
component to this change in behavior is peer pressure. The individual is instructed by pre-
existing members of the group in how to behave within the group. Lastly, the refreezing 
stage is where the group reinforces all accepted behaviors and roots out any unwanted 
behaviors. This is achieved through various psychological and social rewards and 
punishments for accepted and unaccepted behavior, respectively. (Singer in 
Dawson”Cults”158 ) 
 
3.1.1 A critique on Brainwashing  
It is highly important to note that while brainwashing might seem like an appealing 
theory as to why people join cults, it is not a theory that is widely accepted in the academic 
community. (Dawson ”Cults”144) While there are those like Margaret Singer who are 
proponents of the claim, a vast majority of scholars identify key flaws within the theory. In 
the essay ‘A Critique of Brainwashing - Claims about New Religious Movements’ by James T. 
Richardson, the various critiques and problems associated with the brainwashing claism are 
outlined. 
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Richardson’s first critique of brainwashing is the misinterpretation of classical 
tradition. Opposing Singer’s view, Richardson argues that the works of Lifton and Schein, 
which are based on a process developed in communist Russia, China, and Korea, cannot so 
easily be applied to cults. The reason for this is that Lifton’s and Schein’s work proved that 
the techniques used were generally ineffective at modifying behavior, even in the short 
term (Richardson  in Dawson”Cults”162), and would not explain the long-term behavioral 
changes seen in people who join NRM’s. Richardson also argues that brainwashing 
proponents exceed the degree of determinism found in the works of Lifton and Schein. They 
considered their own work  to be ‘soft determinism’, which labels humans as complex, while 
brainwashing proponents like Singer’s work tend to follow the more ‘hard determinism,’ 
which presents people more as programmable synthetics than complex, diverse individuals. 
Richardson also questions the validity of both Lifton’s and Schein’s work as both have a 
limited research base, which, in his opinion, does not meet the scientific standards of size 
and representativeness. (Richardson 162) 
Next, Richardson’s argues that the brainwashing proponents ignore the predisposing 
characteristic and the volition.  With this, he means that the proponents tend to ignore the 
idea that people join NRM’s because they might see it as being able to offer something 
positive for themselves. A further point of Richardson’s is that brainwashing proponents 
also tend to ignore the therapeutic effects of being in a NRM.  A brainwashing proponent 
sees joining an NRM as a negative experience, fully neglecting to see the positive experience 
it can have on and individual, like reduced neurotic disease, termination of drug use, or 
increased social compassion. (Richardson in Dawson ”Cults” 163) Richardson also notes that 
brainwashing proponents fail to include and recognize what he calls the “Normal research.” 
(Richardson in Dawson ”Cults” 163)  There has been a great deal of research done on why 
people join cults, which apply theories from sociology, social psychology and psychology. 
These theories, according to Richardson, “…explain why youths join such groups. These 
explanations seem quite adequate to explain participation, without any ‘Black Box’ of 
mystical psychotechnology such as offered by brainwashing theorists.” (Richardson in 
Dawson”Cults” 164) Lastly, Richardson argues that there is an ideological bias in 
brainwashing proponents, by which he means that the opposition to collectivist NRM’s, 
which are seen as being communist, fundamentally disagree with the political and social 
40 
 
inclinations of the group. Additionally, certain groups are being treated with a degree of 
degradation because of their being led by foreigners. 
While brainwashing is not an accepted theory among scholars, it is still important to 
mention it as an alternative theory to why people join cults for both its historical and 
cultural impact. The theory gained prominence in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s when 
American parents of adult children, who had joined a cult, needed a legal defense to forcibly 
remove their child from said cult. As forcibly removing a person from a cult would be against 
the First Amendment, which guarantees religious freedom for American citizens, the 
argument was made by lawyers, with the help of psychologist and psychiatrists, that these 
adults who had joined the cult where victims of brainwashing and therefore not in control 
of their own mind. (Dawson ”Cults”143) This allowed the parents to take temporary legal 
custody over their child, despite their adult status. (Dawson ”Cults” 143) While judges 
where open to these claims in the early 1980’s, by the late 80’s, more reliable studies and 
research on NRM’s had come to prominence which turned the courts unsympathetic 
towards brainwashing claims. But with the popularity of these court cases in the media, 
(Dawson ”Cults” 143) the events of Jonestown and brainwashing being a focal point of 
criticism of the anti-cult movement against the NRM’s has imbedded the association of cults 
and brainwashing in the mind of the public. In Richardson’s essay, De Witt reports that 78 
percent of (an admittedly tiny sample size) 383 Nevada residents believe in brainwashing 
and 30 percent of those same people also believe brainwashing is required to join a cult. (De 
Witt in Richardson in Dawson ”Cults” 161) In a similar study Richardson reported that 43 
percent of one thousand randomly selected New Yorkers also agreed that “brainwashing is 
required to make someone change from an organized religion to a cult” (Richardson in 
Dawson ”Cults” 161). Lastly, in Richardson’s essay, Latkin reported that 69 percent of a 
survey of randomly selected residents of Oregon believed that the members of a group 
called Ranjneesh, located in eastern Oregon, joined due to brainwashing. (Richardson in 
Dawson”Cults” 161). Thus, despite the research showing the error of people’s beliefs, those 
selfsame beliefs appear to be quite stubbornly held.  
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3.2 Theories on Cult ‘Conversion’ 
 The reasoning behind joining a cult or new religious movement must, by definition, 
vary from subject to subject. However, some generalizations can, and have, been made in 
the world of academia. The two theories most frequently used to explain “how and why” 
people join cults are the Relative Deprivation Theory, by Charles Glock, and the Lofland-
Stark Model of Conversion, both originally published in the mid-sixties. (Dawson 
“Comprehending” 71) 
 In contrast to previous decades’ prevailing views of the stereotypical cult member, 
the 1960’s showed that most of those who were joining cults or new religious movements 
were anything but the dregs of society. The horrors of the Vietnam War and the sweeping 
social changes of the Civil Rights movement led to a severe backlash of sentiment among 
American young adults and youth, particularly middle and upper class university students. 
These students were the children of those whom held the very same conservative 
viewpoints that had long regarded cults and their members as “marginal elements of 
society.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 72) A reassessment had to be made, because the 
driving force behind these anti-war marches, strikes, and sit-downs could “not be readily 
dismissed as mentally disturbed or deficient.” (Dawson “Comprehending”  72) Indeed, these 
students were the scions of privilege, and had been raised, for the most part, in a society 
that catered to their every need. Thus, Charles Glock postulated his “relative deprivation 
theory” in an attempt to explain this forced re-evaluation.  
 Glock recognized that “deprivation,” or the denial of some sort of life-enhancing 
benefit, had always been assumed to be one of the prime motivating factors for joining a 
cult or new religious movement. However, he took matters a step further when he stated 
that deprivation can be relative to one’s own point of view. If there is a “discrepancy” 
between perceived “entitlements” and actual “rewards,” “...then there will be an incentive 
to launch or join a movement that promises change or compensation.” 
(Dawson“Comprehending” 73) Glock took this idea of deprivation quite seriously, and listed 
five, very subjective, different ways in which deprivation could be defined: the first two are 
the most commonly thought of when the subject of deprivation is broached, economic and 
social deprivation. As has been illustrated, the majority of African American members of the 
Peoples Temple joined due to the nearly systematic disenfranchisement they experienced at 
the hands of American society, providing a text-book example of both economic and social 
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deprivation. While the first two varieties of deprivation are rather self-explanatory, the final 
three are not, although they can be no less compelling of reasons. “Organismic deprivation” 
is the disparity between physical and mental health, “psychic deprivation” essentially means 
a lack of love and affection, and “ethical deprivation” is a loss of faith in society, or a 
“…feeling that the dominant values of society no longer provide a sufficiently meaningful 
way to live.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 73) One could surmise that at least some of the 
Peoples Temple members who joined in Redwood Valley and rose to prominent leadership 
roles, such as Tim and Grace Stoen, would fall into these later categories due to their 
positions of privilege in society. For example, Tim Stoen was highly educated and a licensed 
attorney; indeed he was named the Deputy District Attorney for Mendocino County in 1965. 
(Moore 60)  
 As easy as it is to see the Relative Deprivation Theory at work in concrete examples 
of cults, such as many who joined the Peoples Temple, Dawson and others point out the 
sheer variety of cults and new religious movements, and their wildly different ideological 
goals and beliefs, as evidence of how limited Glock’s theory really is. Nor was Glock ever 
able to establish an empirical “causal link” between any sort of deprivation and the actual 
membership of a cult or new religious movement, leading Dawson to state, “...it cannot 
even be said with confidence that the experience of relative deprivation is a ‘necessary’ 
condition for joining an NRM (new religious movement).” (Dawson “Comprehending” 74) 
Perhaps if Glock had the opportunity to expand his research pool, both numerically and 
chronologically, he would be able to determine if there is a conclusive factor in play, the lack 
of which will always lead someone to join a cult or NRM. As it stands, however, the Relative 
Deprivation Theory remains akin to brainwashing; it is merely an interesting idea that 
doesn’t really provide any provable information concerning the decision to join a cult or 
new religious movement.    
 The Lofland-Stark Model of Conversion, on the other hand, recognizes a greater 
variety of factors, and is based upon actual field research of a particular cult. The Unification 
Church, more commonly known as the “Moonies” was researched by John Lofland and 
Rodney Stark in the early sixties, and they identified seven factors that they felt were, to a 
greater or lesser degree, essential to “...transform a potential recruit into a ‘verbal convert’ 
first and then eventually a ‘total convert.’” (Dawson “Comprehending” 75) The first three 
factors are as follows: 
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1) The potential recruit must have suffered some sort of intense and long-lasting 
distress.  
 
2) The potential convert must have some sort of religious framework in their personal 
history with which to try and solve the problems they encounter.  
 
3)  They must be using this religious framework to be actively looking for answers, or 
“think of themselves as a religious seeker.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 75)  
 
Once these preconditions are met the final four factors need fall into place starting with:  
 
4) The potential recruit must then actually encounter the cult or NRM at a critical time, 
some sort of crux or turning point, in their lives (a divorce, dropping out of school, or 
going on a long journey are all given as examples).  
 
Numbers five through seven then follow linearly:  
 
5)  The borderline convert must form an emotional or affectionate bond with at least 
one member of the cult or new religious movement. 
 
6) The new verbal member begins to divest themselves of emotional and social contacts 
outside of the cult, sometimes completely.  
 
7) Finally, the new member is “exposed to intensive interaction with other converts.” 
(Dawson “Comprehending” 76) 
 
According to Lofland and Stark it is these final four steps that means the “verbal 
convert,” someone who believes in the cause but doesn’t actually take any action for it, has 
become a “total convert,” or a full-fledged member of the NRM that show “their 
commitment through deeds as well as words.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 75)  
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 The Lofland-Stark Model of Conversion delves greater depths than Glock’s Relative 
Deprivation Theory, as can be seen, but it is not without its share of doubters, as well. For 
example, research performed in 1980 on the Japanese Nichiren Shoshu group by Snow and 
Phillips showed that only two of the seven factors were consistently found in its members, a 
conclusion that was borne out a few years later by the researchers Greil and Rudy who 
studied a variety of different NRMs. (Dawson “Comprehending” 76) However, there has 
been even more research that has proven the Model of Conversion to be quite accurate, 
such as Merrill Singer’s work with the Black Hebrew Nation, or Willem Knox, Wim Meeus, 
and Harm’t Hart’s examination of Dutch youth joining the aforementioned Unification 
Church. (Dawson “Comprehending” 76) The general consensus reached after examining 
these very different findings is that the Model of Conversion serves as an excellent 
framework within which converts to cults and new religious movements can be identified 
and studied, but it must be taken as a mere guide, with exceptions and caveats both 
allowed and expected. (Dawson “Comprehending” 76)  
 The membership of the Peoples Temple can be readily identified using the Lofland-
Stark Model of Conversion, although there is a problem when attempting to delineate 
between the early Peoples Temple in Indiana and the later incarnations in Northern 
California and Guyana. “Peoples Temple in Indianapolis was in most respects a Pentecostal 
church, with a message that appealed to working-class whites and African-Americans.” 
(Moore 13) Therefore, the second and third conditions of the model almost become moot, 
as the religious aspects are integral to anyone seeking to join a church, although the first 
step, the long-lasting distress of both poor people as well as black Americans, has been 
documented many times by organizations such as the University of Michigan’s National 
Poverty Center. However, the Temple’s relocation actually forced the sixth and seventh 
steps upon many members, as they were uprooted from the lives they knew and moved 
halfway across the country. (Moore 23) While there were undoubtedly many personal 
interconnections within the recruitment process, it should be noted that the Reverend Jim 
Jones was a strongly motivating force behind most of the decisions to join, or, in other 
words, the ‘emotional and affectionate bond‘ formed in the fifth step, was, to a greater or 
lesser degree, formed with Jones himself. During Jones’s two-year hiatus in Brazil, “Things at 
the church in Indianapolis were falling apart in Jones’s absence,” (Moore 19) a fact which 
only serves to underscore how reliant upon his personality the Peoples Temple had always 
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been. It is the later converts, such as those who joined in Redwood Valley and San Francisco, 
who really seem to fit the fourth step of the model perfectly: “They saw in Peoples Temple 
what they believed was the realization of their political aspirations and responded to the 
appeal of Peoples Temple and the turbulent times from which it emerged: the civil rights 
movement, antiwar protests, and anticolonial struggles of the 1960s and 1970s.” (Moore 
25) It bears mentioning that many of these “young, college-educated whites from 
California,” (Moore 25) are another example of Glock’s relative deprivation, rather than the 
obvious socioeconomic deprivation of the poor, inner-city blacks of Indianapolis and the Bay 
Area. Finally, one must keep in mind that the “vast majority” of people who came to 
services, volunteered during public works projects, or otherwise associated with the Peoples 
Temple did not become full-fledged members. Rebecca Moore writes that the 
“...membership seemed to solidify between 2,000 and 3,000 persons.” (Moore 58) 
Regardless, this is a very large number of people to try to fit within one framework, even 
one as encompassing as the Lofland-Stark Model of Conversion. While it can be easy to 
utilize the advantage of hindsight to identify those who did decide to join a cult or NRM, 
perhaps society would be better served to use tools like the Model of Conversion to identify 
the environmental factors instead. A daunting task as well, to be sure, but anything that can 
help prevent the abandonment of lives and the kind of destruction wreaked by the events at 
Jonestown could hardly be considered a waste of time and effort.            
 
 
3.3 Portrait of the Average Cult Follower  
 Regardless of how and why cult members join their respective cults, there remains, 
as previously mentioned, a stereotype of what a cult member ‘looks’ like. This idea has 
changed over time, from the poor and uneducated of the past, to the “maladjusted and 
marginal losers” (Dawson “Comprehending” 71) of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, to the “young, idealistic, and gullible people” (Dawson “Comprehending” 71) that 
are regarded as ripe pickings for cult membership today. Actual academic study of the 
members of cults paints a rather different picture, irrespective of whether one takes a 
benign view of NRMs, such as Lorne Dawson: “ The people who join NRMs are much like 
anyone else, except that they have a higher sensitivity to ambiguity;” 
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(Dawson“Comprehending” 181) or if one is a bit more critical of ‘cults,’ such as Adrian 
Furnham: “Any analysis of the make-up of individuals in cult groups shows surprising large 
diversity in terms of age, career, education, ideology and talents. They can attract the post-
graduate and the illiterate; the teenager and the "senior citizen"; the solidly middle class 
and those on the fringes of society. It is not so much their demography that is important as 
their psychological needs.” (Furnham, Web) Clearly, there is little disagreement that the 
membership of a cult or NRM can consist of veritably anyone, as the enrollment of the 
Peoples Temple bears out, although there are a few trends which have been identified. 
 First, most NRMs really are made up of younger adults. Dawson cites study after 
study, such as Eileen Barker’s study of the Unification Church or E. Burke Rochford’s work 
with the Krishna Consciousness, where at least fifty percent of the membership was under 
thirty years of age, leading him to conclude that, “...middle-aged and old people [are] 
markedly under-represented.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 83) The reasoning behind this 
disparity in age is attributed to the rigorous demands of being a full-time, contributing 
member of a cult will naturally conflict with the, apparently, middle-aged desire for a family 
and a stable living situation. (Dawson “Comprehending” 83) The Peoples Temple seems to 
buck this trend to a certain extent, although it can be a bit hard to determine. The Peoples 
Temple had attracted older, religious members from its inception, and used their Social 
Security payments as a major source of income after the move to Jonestown, (Moore 67) 
but the hard life and incessant work of a farming community must needs be performed by 
the young. Therefore, Jones had managed to appeal to a wide range of ages with his 
message, and utilized them all in the ways that suited him best.  
 Secondly, far from the brainwashed and uneducated deviants many people used to 
imagine, most members of NRMs are relatively well educated, especially when compared to 
the general public. Dawson again cites a number of studies, but the most telling example is 
that of Hammond and Machacek in 1999 who “...discovered that Soka Gakkai ‘members are 
considerably more likely than the American public (66 percent versus 33 percent) to have 
completed at least some college, more likely to hold a baccalaureate degree (40 percent vs 
26 percent), and they are twice as likely to have an advanced degree (17 percent vs 9 
percent).’” (Dawson “Comprehending” 84) Uneducated, indeed. As the study by Wilson and 
Dobbelaere points out, the explanation for this becomes obvious after even a cursory 
examination of cults and their practices: “To be properly understood, the teachings [of most 
47 
 
NRMs] demand literate intelligence, a willingness to study, and lack of fear in the face of 
unfamiliar concepts and language.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 85) The peoples Temple did 
not reflect such an extreme discrepancy between the educational levels of its members and 
the general public, but the Temple still did attract its share of educated members, such as 
Tim Stoen and Edith Roller (Moore 45). While the inner circle of Temple leaders was not 
reserved to the educated, they certainly did appear to gravitate to positions of greater 
responsibility within the group as a whole. (Moore 26)   
 Thirdly, and perhaps a direct extension of the second trend found in NRM 
membership, is the socio-economic level of many cults. Rather than drawing from the poor 
and rejected members of society, most cults members are “...disproportionately from 
middle- to upper-middle-class households.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 85) Seeing as the 
higher educational levels of NRMs has already been established, and education and a 
relative bit of wealth tend to go hand in hand, this really isn’t all that surprising. When one 
takes into account one of the necessary factors for a cult’s survival, that of some source of 
income, (Furnham, Web) it becomes even less surprising. The poor may be able to 
contribute much in the way of fervor and dedication, but there is no substitute for gaining 
converts of financial means, as Jim Jones showed with his use of member’s social security 
payments. (Moore 67) Again, the Peoples Temple is not a perfect illustration of this trend, 
but rather an example of how varied the economic backgrounds of the people who were 
swayed by Jones’s message actually were.  
 It must be kept in mind however, that the membership of cults varies greatly from 
cult to cult. Dawson is very careful to point out that each NRM has different goals, and 
therefore uses different recruitment methods. These different methods understandably 
lead to vastly different types of members between disparate cults, although, interestingly, 
these same methods lead to rather homogenous membership within individual cults 
themselves. (Dawson “Comprehending” 83) The Peoples Temple, then, presents an 
intriguing exception to to Dawson’s statement, unless one counts the socialist, almost 
revolutionary, disgust with American society as the unifying factor of its membership.   
48 
 
 
3.4 The Charismatic Leader 
 Although nearly anyone can be a potential recruit for a cult, as has been 
demonstrated, the question remains: who are the ones actually leading people down this 
road to cult membership? New religious movements almost invariably are founded by what 
is known as a ‘charismatic leader,’ one of the three identified types of social leadership. 
(Dawson “Comprehending” 152) The Traditional Authorities are generally of the inherited 
aristocracy variety, such as European royalty or Asian emperors; they are rulers because 
they have always been so. The second type, or Rational-Legal Authorities, are what much of 
the modern world uses for societal leadership; the power is actually derived from the 
societally-agreed upon office, rather than the person occupying it. Charismatic Authorities, 
on the other hand, become leaders or rulers by displaying “...supernatural, superhuman, or 
at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities.” (Weber 358 in Dawson 
“Comprehending” 152) In other words, charismatic leaders seem so much larger than life 
that how could anyone help but to follow their dictates or example. Moreover, charismatic 
leaders create an incredibly strong bond of ‘faith and trust’ between themselves and their 
followers, allowing leaders like Jim Jones to “...galvanize the commitment of followers in 
ways unparalleled by other forms of authority.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 153) In fact, any 
of the three Abrahamic religions, which were once ‘new religious movements’ themselves, 
show the lasting power of a charismatic leader, specifically Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed. 
All three of these figures, regardless of any actual historical veracity, were attributed with 
overturning the societal norms and creating a new order for their followers, which is exactly 
how Dawson describes the charismatic leader: “...charismatic leaders are romantic 
disrupters who abrogate and transcend social conventions. They tend to break the existing 
patterns of authority or harness even older ones to new circumstances.” (Dawson 
“Comprehending” 154) In the case of the Peoples Temple, Jim Jones not only actively 
resisted the prevailing societal precedent of racial segregation in his church, but he also was 
attributed with actual superhuman powers of healing and prescience. The evidence of these 
powers was, of course, staged and manufactured by Jones and his closest followers, and the 
display of said powers became a rarer and rarer event as time wore on, but Jones’s ability of 
‘faith healing’ won him many converts in the early days of the Peoples Temple. (Jonestown: 
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The Life and Death of Peoples Temple) After his return from Brazil to save the crumbling 
church in Indiana, Jones was veritably deified, as well, as members such as Howard Cordell 
wrote, “He is a prophet of the first degree whose prophesies always come true to the 
minute detail.” (Moore 20) This sort of ‘leader-worship’ would clearly aid in the absolute 
control one would need to command a congregation to commit the sorts of acts that 
eventually transpired.  
 Because charismatic leaders transcend the societies and institutions from which they 
spring, leaders like Jim Jones are faced with an potentially existence-threatening  
conundrum: how to maintain power without succumbing to the very societal values and 
traditions which the members are accustomed to. The normalization of a cult, or the 
pressure to become like the surrounding society, is quite strong, and becomes more 
pronounced the longer a cult is in existence, as evidenced by the mainstream acceptance of 
NRMs such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, formerly a doomsday cult. (Dawson 
“Comprehending” 173) Step 6 of the Lofland-Stark Model of Conversion dictates that the 
new recruit divest themselves of societal attachments, but unless the cult is able to achieve 
perfect isolation (which would preclude attracting new members), the strength of old habits 
will eventually begin to reassert themselves. In an organization the size of the Peoples 
Temple, several thousand strong at any one time (Moore 58), there must also be some sort 
of bureaucracy sustaining the everyday needs of the group, which is anathema to the ideals 
of a charismatic leader and their need for absolute control to preserve their supernatural or 
superhuman stature. They must relinquish some of the decision-making power to delegates, 
especially as the cult grows in power and scope. Fortunately for people like Jim Jones, this 
allows the leader to maintain an aura of mystery, preserving their ‘divine’ status, as they 
become more removed from the rank and file members of the group, leading some cult 
leaders to “...deliberately begin to practise a measure of segregation from their followers.” 
(Dawson “Comprehending” 155) However, this delegation of authority leads to another 
problem, as Jones found with the defection of the so-called “Gang of Eight.” (Moore 78) As 
divine rulers of history have found, the preservation of their mystical status through 
isolation allows their inner circle the perfect opportunity to grasp power for themselves, or, 
in the case of the Gang of Eight, to become apostates and abandon the cause. 
 Faced with these challenges to their leadership, Dawson describes how most cult 
leaders will “...employ a common set of strategies to offset the external and internal 
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pressures for change.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 157). The first of these strategies is the 
habit of the charismatic leader to change the tenets of the NRM in order to keep the 
followers focused on the words and decrees of the leader. This is extremely easy to do, as 
Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism, demonstrated. (Eckman) One simply has to state 
that more instructions or knowledge have been revealed to the leader, or proclaim that the 
followers themselves are now spiritually ready, to change the foundational credo ad 
nauseam. Jim Jones accomplished this by abandoning the Biblical precepts upon which he 
first gathered converts to the Peoples Temple in favor of a socialist doctrine, going so far as 
to tell his ‘flock‘ that the Bible was worthless, and they would no longer be constrained by it. 
(Moore 27) The second tactic used by cult and NRM leaders is the incessant demand for 
displays of devotion and the confirmation of loyalty. The shift of group ideals is frequently a 
direct precursor to these demands, as Jim Jones showed with his ‘White Nights,‘ and the 
requirement that his followers be willing to drink poison upon command, a show of 
commitment that was rehearsed on more than one occasion. (Moore 76) The third method 
of control frequently used by cult leaders is the “...tendency of members to demonize their 
enemies (real or imagined).” (Dawson “Comprehending” 158) This is a tactic employed by 
countless leaders throughout history, as one of the easiest ways to unite a populace is to 
find a common enemy for them to hate. Any American or Russian born during the Cold War 
can attest to this, as Americans referred to the USSR a the ‘Evil Empire,‘ and were 
considered in kind by the Soviets. This ‘otherization’ of everyone else was visible in the 
Peoples Temple even before the move to Guyana, as Jim Jones told of vast conspiracies 
directed against the Temple, by everyone from the City of San Francisco to the CIA. 
(Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple) The fourth strategy listed by Dawson is 
the complete intolerance of dissent by charismatic leaders. This makes a great deal of sense, 
for if the leader is to maintain their divinity, they must be seen as all-powerful at all times. 
For this reason, Jim Jones was absolutely unwilling to allow defectors, which led directly to 
the vilification of the Gang of Eight and their subsequent efforts to remove others from the 
wardship of the Temple. Jones’s need for complete dominance was also reflected in the 
public shaming sessions he conducted within the Planning Commission and his even more 
exclusive inner circle. The fifth means of control is closely related to the fourth; the cult 
leader will attempt to extinguish all filial or romantic bonds between members, leaving only 
the attachment to the cult, and by extension themselves. This emotional, and particularly 
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sexual, control is nothing new, as institutions such as the Catholic Church have long 
demanded sexual repression in order to achieve purer spirituality, but cult leaders such as 
David Koresh took matters to extremes, as he “...claimed a monopoly on sexual access to all 
the women in the Davidian compound.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 159) Jones did not 
demand quite that level of sexual compliance from his followers, but he nevertheless had 
sexual congress with a great number of the women, and many of the men, who had given 
him their allegiance. (Moore 34) Jones showed no respect for the bonds people may have 
formed previously, as well, as members such as Deborah Layton were expected to acquiesce 
to his sexual needs at any moment. (Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple) 
Finally, the physical relocation of the group is often a ‘last-straw‘ attempt by the cult leader 
to decrease the influence of the outside society and consolidate, or even regain, power. 
(Dawson“Comprehending” 160) The relative isolation of the new location is generally a 
considered aspect, as the less outside influence, the easier it is for the cult leadership to 
regain, maintain, or strengthen member’s dependence upon the group. A geographical 
move is not always a sign of flagging devotion, however, as Jim Jones first moved the bulk of 
the Peoples Temple from Indianapolis to Ukiah, then San Francisco, and eventually as far 
away as Guyana. 
 The success, or lack of, these efforts by charismatic leaders to preserve their 
authority frequently are the deciding factors in the survival of an NRM as a separate and 
exclusive group, whether it disbands of its own accord, becomes normalized and essentially 
rejoins the greater society, or ends in a more spectacular and lethal fashion. This final 
alternative is the one of the greatest concern, for obvious reasons. Unfortunately, the very 
nature of a group that is lead by a charismatic leader is well-suited to a violent resolution to 
the struggle between a society and the cult that rejects it. Dawson utilizes the work of Roy 
Wallis and Carl Couch when he writes, “The dynamics of a charismatically led group can 
produce a kind of feedback loop of ‘deviance amplification’, transforming the charismatic 
relationship into tyranny.” (Dawson “Comprehending” 154) The pressure from both society 
at large as well as ranking members of the cult will force the leader to utilize the six 
methods of control, illustrated above, with a heavier and heavier hand, which in turn 
creates even more pressure from the outside, as well more extreme dissatisfaction from 
some members of the group, and so on. This ‘deviance amplification‘, as well as the 
complete reliance of the average cult member upon the leader, allow the leader’s fantasies 
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to run rampant, regardless of whether those fantasies be prosecutorial, sexual, paranoid, 
suicidal, apocalyptic, or a combination of all of the above. This tragic feedback loop was in 
great evidence in Jonestown, as the punishments escalated, the tempo of the White Nights 
increased, and the suspicion of other members intensified, all while reverence for “Dad” 
only deepened. (Moore 86) 
 In terms of the makeup of its membership, as well as their reasons for joining, the 
Peoples Temple has proven to be a less-than-typical new religious movement, leading 
experts such as Rebecca Moore to go so far as to write, “..Peoples Temple differed greatly 
from the majority of new religions that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s.” (Moore 6) As 
atypical as the Temple was in some ways, however, the leadership of Reverend Jim Jones 
provides an object lesson in the methods, and dangers, of a modern charismatic authority.  
 
3.5 Cults and Violence 
 Perhaps appropriately, when the apocalyptic beliefs that “...many millions of 
Americans take...seriously,” (Dawson “Comprehending” 152) are coupled with the deviance 
feedback loop of a charismatic leader and his or her cult, the results can be quite lethal for 
the NRM, and even innocent bystanders. Violence is by no means a foregone conclusion, 
but the Branch Davidians of Waco, Texas, a religious cult led by David Koresh and steeped in 
the eschatology of the Book of Revelations, are a perfect example of members of the cult 
being willing to die rather than reintegrate with society, for they saw the end of the world in 
the near future. Other cult tragedies, such as the Heaven’s Gate and Solar Temple suicides, 
were also inextricably linked with apocalyptic visions of the end times, and the members 
were believed to simply be hastening what they saw as inevitable. There is historical 
precedent for this sort of belief, as well. In 1525, Tomas Münster led a Protestant revolt, 
called the Peasants War, that ended in the deaths of tens of thousands of people who 
believed in his vision of the end times. (Dawson “Comprehending” 146) Understandably, 
this sort of  murderous and suicidal destruction garners a great deal of attention, and is not 
only one of the primary reasons the term ‘cult‘ is generally used as a pejorative by society at 
large, but the reason the events at Jonestown are still being examined to this day.    
 Unlike the Branch Davidians, Heavens Gate, or the Solar Temple, Jim Jones and his 
followers were not a prototypical ‘apocalyptic‘ cult. While the Peoples Temple had been 
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founded as a sect of Christianity, it has been discussed that Jim Jones eschewed most of the 
teachings of the Bible in favor of a socialist ideal and worldview. Barring Jones’s fear of a 
nuclear holocaust, this view put no special emphasis on the end of the world, as such, but it 
certainly did recognize the possibility of the end of their own communistic society. (Moore 
18) Due to the pressure being exerted by the Concerned Relatives, through their efforts 
lobbying the US government to step in, the average members of the Peoples Temple felt 
themselves to be in mortal danger, and the entire world they had created in Guyana to be at 
risk of being taken away from them. This impression, while based in reality, was nurtured to 
an extreme degree by the paranoia of their charismatic leader, Jim Jones. Moreover, while 
the Temple didn’t subscribe to the description of the end of the world in the Bible per se, 
Jones himself might as well have. According to reports, Jones health had deteriorated 
markedly in the months preceding November, 1978, leading him to secretly ingest a great 
deal of drugs and medication, some of which was unavoidably mind-altering. (Moore 75) 
Compounding the mental instability of his hidden drug use was the fact that Jones’s body 
was failing, something that was likely to have been known, or at least suspected, by Jones 
himself. In fact, a post mortem examination of Jones’s body revealed that he would have 
likely died within months of his suicide in any case. (Moore 75) Could it not then be 
hypothesized that Jim Jones really did have apocalyptic beliefs, they were just limited to his 
own horizon, rather than that of the entire world’s? Clearly, this is not a question that can 
ever be unequivocally answered at this point, but it certainly would fit with the rest of 
Jones’s and, by extension, the Peoples Temple’s, behavior in the final few months of the 
existence of Jonestown.  
 Along with a charismatic leader, deviance amplification, and apocalyptic beliefs, be 
they overt or covert, the phenomenon of ‘social encapsulation’ is the final factor found in 
cults that turn violent. (Dawson “Comprehending” 162) Social encapsulation is the degree to 
which a cult or new religious movement removes itself from the surrounding society, and is 
frequently associated with the pop culture image of a cult. (The Simpsons The Joy of Sect) 
Many cults are only interested in a small measure of social encapsulation, such as the Solar 
Temple, “...which never ceased to participate physically in the daily activities of life...” 
(Dawson “Comprehending” 162), while others, such as the Branch Davidians and the 
Peoples Temple, try to remove themselves to as great an extent as possible. The Jonestown 
community, as has been shown, was intended to be completely self-sufficient, but while 
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isolation solves some of a charismatic leaders problems, it creates others. Dawson relies 
upon Marc Galanter’s work when he writes that: 
 
 “To survive, all social systems must satisfy certain requirements. Amongst other things, 
they need to receive and respond to feedback (either in terms of comments and reactions 
from communities outside the system, or the criticisms from those within) and to maintain 
system boundaries. Interference with either of these can lead to dysfunction and violence.” 
(Dawson “Comprehending” 162) 
 
With the complete dismissal of the American society from which it sprang, the Peoples 
Temple had essentially cut itself off from any of this necessary feedback. Although the 
Temple leadership did engage in some movement from San Francisco to Jonestown and 
back, the rank and file really had very little contact with the world at large. (Dawson 
“Comprehending” 163) Visits were very carefully orchestrated, and Jones ensured that a 
brave and unified front was always presented to outsiders (Jonestown: The Life and Death 
of Peoples Temple) As has been discussed earlier, Jones also brooked no dissent from his 
followers, exacting harsh punishments from those were deemed insufficiently fervent in 
their devotion to the cause. This “suppression of negative feedback” is exactly what leads a 
cult with apocalyptic beliefs and an authoritarian charismatic leader to extremes, and 
results in a violent outburst. The reactions and disapproval of the outside society to the 
beliefs and habits of the new religious movement is precisely the kind of feedback that can 
produce a “moderating effect” on cults and NRMs, and Dawson believes that its removal is 
what drove the Branch Davidians and the Peoples Temple to the ends they eventually met. 
(Dawson “Comprehending” 163) 
 Judging by the writings of religious experts such as Rebecca Moore and “cult 
researchers” like Lorne Dawson, it becomes apparent that the Peoples Temple was not 
going to end well. It was the perfect combination of a charismatic leader, a version of 
apocalyptic beliefs, and social encapsulation that led to the mass suicide of November 18, 
1978. In retrospect, it is quite clear, maybe even inevitable, that the Temple was going to 
follow through with their threats to commit “revolutionary suicide,” but it is perhaps 
understandable that the Concerned Relatives and Congressman Ryan did not realize the 
precipitous action to which they were forcing Jones and his followers to undertake. 
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Unfortunately, the deaths of the Branch Davidians nearly twenty years later show that the 
motivations and proclivity to violence displayed by some new religious movements are still 
quite underestimated.   
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4.0 Conclusion  
The Peoples Temple was born from the social unrest and deprivation of the 50‘s, 
60‘s, and 70‘s, offering a message of inclusiveness and community without racial bias. 
Founded as a Pentecostal church providing great benefits to the community, the earliest 
stages of the People's Temple were a benign result of Jim Jones's religiosity and nascent 
communist principles, two features of his personality that blossomed at a young age. As 
Jones and the Temple matured, however, both began to change. The Peoples Temple 
became a way of life for some, and Jones himself took on the mantle of a prophet and 
savior, while abandoning many of the Christian trappings of his church in favor of more 
overtly Marxist and socialistic ideals. The Peoples Temple evolved and took on a more "cult-
like" form, as Jones demanded more and more devotion and obedience from his followers.  
We have looked at much of the academic research regarding the psychology of those 
that join cults, and have concluded that nearly anyone can become swayed by the attraction 
of a new religious movement that offers a better life, particularly if the NRM is encountered 
at a difficult personal time. Moreover, despite the efforts of the Concerned Relatives to 
convince people otherwise, the members of the People Temple were certainly not 
“brainwashed.” In fact, we have demonstrated that brainwashing is regarded as, at best, a 
meager and ineffectual means of control. 
 Jim Jones, on the other hand, was a quintessential charismatic leader, and 
possessed an almost unnatural ability to charm and influence his followers, as well as inspire 
unhealthy levels of devotion. Although he initially urged his flock to resist the constraints of 
an unjust society and join him in a communal lifestyle, his increasingly bizarre behavior and 
paranoia, as well as deviance amplification, led him to try to isolate himself and his Temple 
as much as possible. Unfortunately, this isolation led to the removal of the crucial feedback 
systems that any institution requires to remain healthy. After the outside pressure applied 
by the United States government became too much for a drugged and dying Jones and his 
anti-establishment followers to bear, an act of self-destruction, or "revolutionary suicide," 
became a preferable alternative to the destruction of their way of life from without. 
 In short, a charismatic leader, deviance amplification, apocalyptic beliefs, or at least 
knowledge of a personal end, and social encapsulation all meant that the tragic conclusion 
of the Peoples Temple was essentially inevitable; it was merely a matter of when and how.  
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Theory for Humanities 
 
 The third semester progression course, Theory for the Humanities, was certainly an 
interesting one. Due to being one semester ahead of the rest of my house, I was fortunate 
enough to have the opportunity to take the progression course with only one other student 
and the instructor. This allowed us to fully discuss the articles and writings at great length, 
without the impersonal and overwhelming imposition of a lecture hall full of other students. 
Not only was this a refreshing experience, but the course itself was of great benefit to this 
semester’s project. 
 My group project this semester is an examination of the Peoples Temple, the 
Jonestown tragedy, and the psychology behind both leaders and followers of cults. This is a 
project that combines many aspects of both the humanities and the more traditional “hard” 
sciences, and was therefore quite pertinent to even the very first of the excerpts I was 
assigned to present. Thomas Kuhn lectured in 1959 about “The Essential Tension” that is 
found throughout the history of scientific research. His basic premise was that the image of 
scientific researchers as intrepid explorers braving the unknown is largely a myth. In reality, 
most scientific advancements are the work of countless hours of repeating the exact same 
steps, time after time, until suddenly there is a flash of insight and everything changes. As a 
result, the teaching of science is an extremely rote affair that varies quite little for great 
periods of time. This is in direct opposition to the teaching and education to be found in the 
humanities. When researching our projects, for example, there are a multitude of different 
approaches we could have taken, and any of them could have led to new insights and 
deeper understanding of subject. While a “basic scientist” must balance the doldrums of 
plodding, everyday research with the “mental flexibility” of a world-changing innovator, the 
humanities scholar must be prepared for their research, and even the entire paradigm of 
their discipline, to change regularly. This point was brought home quite forcefully when I 
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realized that the societal perceptions of, and therefore the academic research performed 
on, cults have changed a great deal over the years, allowing us to look at the problem under 
more than just a negative light. 
 Regardless of how it was viewed, the Jonestown mass suicide was undeniably well 
documented, perhaps due to its relative recentness. Along with the excellent books my 
group was able to find, there is an entire database of audio recordings taken throughout the 
existence of the Peoples Temple. As hard as they were to listen to, the article “Colonial 
Archives and the Arts of Governance,” by Ann Laura Stoler nevertheless made examining 
them critically a deal easier. Rather than listening to the frequently banal conversations or 
sermons, I chose to follow her statement, “...we are no longer studying things, but the 
making of them.” My group members and I were able to ask ourselves, “Why is Jim Jones 
ensuring that this particular statement is being recorded,” where previously we might have 
simply taken it at face value. Stoler also reminded me that even primary sources don’t hold 
some sort of monopoly on the truth; they quite frequently have omissions, biases, and 
outright untruths, as well. It is the job of the historian to sort the dross from the gold, 
especially when one is examining such a multi-faceted series of events as Jim Jones and his 
Peoples Temple. Due to time constraints, we were unable to utilize the trove of primary 
sources to the extent we would have liked, but Stoler’s writing concerning archives, and 
their importance to the modern historian, will no doubt be of great use throughout my 
scholastic career.   
 With a focus on both the followers and leaders of cults, or new religious movements, 
this semester’s project actually had a very interesting connection to Immanuel Kant’s brief 
piece, “What is Enlightenment?” Having heard of the incomparable Kant for many years, it 
was a great pleasure to actually read some of his work and find that it suited my own 
studies so perfectly. Kant’s notion of nonage, or “...the inability to use one’s own 
understanding without another’s guidance,” could readily be used to describe the minds of 
many of the cult members that I have spent the last months researching. Kant makes a 
beautifully impassioned plea for the average man to throw off the shackles of nonage, 
largely imposed by the church (personal vindication of my theory that Kant was actually an 
atheist, but that’s beside the point), and learn how to learn. Not only was this something 
that most of the members of the Peoples Temple were unwilling to do, but it serves as a 
dire warning for all university students. When one is constantly being forced to use the 
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knowledge of others, it can be quite easy to slip into the habit of relying exclusively upon 
them. 
 As useful as all of the writings were, the most enjoyable for me was “Theory, What 
Theory?” by Valerie Cunningham. She made a point that has occurred to me more than once 
during my brief time here at RUC: there is a theory for everything in the humanities! I say 
this in jest, but, as Cunningham points out, it is a jest with a basis in reality. However, this 
preponderance of theories is actually a very beneficial thing. Whatever the problem one is 
faced with in the humanities, one can tackle it from any direction that seems suitable, be it 
feminist, Marxist, poststructuralist, or any of the “...list of 115 deplorable Theory items.” 
Cunningham goes on to make the point, extremely salient in my studies at RUC, that all of 
these theories are an attempt to codify, and make as scientifically neat and orderly as 
possible, an inherently messy and disordered discipline. However, I think the most 
important thing she wrote was the warning against falling prey to the seductive attraction of 
subscribing to a theory, to the exclusion of all else. My group could have found ourselves 
simply fitting the psychological theories of cult conversion to the members of the Peoples 
Temple, and completely forgetting that they were actually people first. It can be much too 
easy to hold up Theory, as she puts it, and ignore the nuances and subtleties that can’t be 
neatly explained by said theory. As a humanities student, this is something to always keep in 
the forefront of my mind. 
 All told, this unique progression course experience was one of nearly invaluable aid 
to me. Not only were the readings directly applicable to my project, to a greater or lesser 
degree, but the entire classroom experience was delightful, as well. Even when struggling 
with the incomprehensible musical anecdotes of James Anderton Winn as applied to 
Saussure, or attempting to reconcile the literary nihilism of Jacques Derrida with my love of 
a good narrative, I could see that this progression course will serve me well in the future. I 
simply need to keep in mind that the application of the proper theory is paramount, except 
when it isn’t... 
 
